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ABSTRACT
Exploring Resilience in Exemplary Rural School Superintendents
by Silas Gaussoin-Radcliffe
Purpose: The purpose of this exploratory phenomenological study was to identify and
describe the strategies used by exemplary rural superintendents to maintain personal
(2015) five factors of personal
resilience (active optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless tenacity, and
interpersonal support).
Methodology: This exploratory phenomenological study used purposeful criterion
sampling and recommendations from the county superintendents in the identified
geographic area. Each of the 8 identified exemplary rural superintendents was
interviewed using an instrument aligned to the five factors of personal resilience and their
definitions. The researcher collected rich qualitative interview data, that were converted
to transcripts, and participants were asked to verify accuracy. Additionally, participants
were asked to provide artifacts to triangulate the research results. Transcripts were then
coded, and themes emerged and were presented and supported with frequency tables.
Additionally, participants were asked to provide artifacts to triangulate the research
results.
Findings: Data analysis yielded 5 findings related to resilience strategies to maintain
active optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless tenacity, interpersonal
support, personal resilience
Conclusions: Five conclusions were drawn from the data on the findings. The strategies
that exemplary rural superintendents use to maintain resiliency are (a) interpersonal
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support, (b) relying on your noble purpose, (c) influencing your organization through
emotional stability, (d) promote a positive attitude (e) experience previous success
Recommendations: Further research is recommended to replicate this study with other
target populations such as urban and suburban counterparts and other educational leaders
like principals and directors. Other studies are recommended for interpersonal support,
quantitative analysis on large superintendent resilience populations, mixed methods
adversity studies on rural areas, longitudinal studies on new superintendent success, and
comparison studies on adverse childhood experience effects on leadership.
Keywords: rural, adversity, rural superintendent, resilience, rural superintendent
adversity, rural superintendent resilience, interpersonal support, resilience strategies, rural
district, K-12 education, superintendent retention, leadership, organizational leadership,
rural barriers.
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PREFACE
Following discussions and considerations regarding the opportunity to study the
strategies exemplary leaders use to maintain personal resiliency, two peer researchers
organized to form this thematic research study in collaboration with two UMass Global
University faculty members. This exploratory phenomenological research study
(2015) five factors of
personal resilience. The peer researchers identified eight exemplary leaders to interview
from within their identified sample population. In order to ensure consistency and
reliability across the thematic research study, the team of two peer researchers worked
collaboratively to develop the purpose statement, research questions, definitions of terms,
interview protocol, and research study protocols.
The term peer researchers was used to refer to the two researchers who
conducted this thematic study. The following is a list of the doctoral candidates and their
chosen field used in this research study, hereafter referred to as peer researchers: Silas
Gaussoin-Radcliffe, rural superintendents in Humboldt, Shasta, Trinity, and Del Norte
Counties and Erika Vanderspek, charter school executive directors in California.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Throughout human history, great leaders have thrived during tumultuous times.
Extreme adversity and physical and mental anguish did not impede Mohandas

(Gandhi, 2008). The vocal leadership of Winston Churchill did not waiver during the
trying times of World War II even though the people did not initially consider him the
right choice for a prime minister (Misior-Mroczkowska, 2018). Fired from the company
he founded and later rehired for a publicity stunt, Steve Jobs returned to power to
transform Apple Computer from a company on the verge of bankruptcy into one of
most successful companies (Isaacson, 2013). These examples are emblematic of
the requisite skill of great leaders to overcome adversity and demonstrate a resilience that
sets them apart.
Courageous leaders who navigate everyday stressors in life are necessary to a
thriving society and the organizations they lead. Through often public personal trials of
The best leaders get results by courageously striving to become the best
people they can be while making decisions that ensure a viable future for the individuals,
(McKee, 2008, p. 2). In the same fashion, district
superintendents practice courage as they strive to ensure the best possible future for the
students they serve while ensuring the health and well-being of the entire system and
everyone in it. District superintendents courageously seek to improve the future for
students and the education system while the superintendents are challenged by the
changing demographics, challenging economics, and political and civil unrest.
Correspondingly to the trials a superintendent endures, there is a shortage of candidates
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who want to lead a school district, and those who choose to lead have limited longevity in
the career because of its inherent stress (Glasshoff, 2020).

tenacity and personal resilience.

superintendent deals with many

avenues of continued adversity that can lead to burnout. Superintendent adversity can
occur through budgets, stakeholder politics, accountability, community relationships, and
human resource management (Kearns, 2015). A significant factor in leadership
persistence is grit, or the perseverance and passion for long-term goals (Duckworth,
Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007). Elements like grit are rooted in a growth mindset,
and a growth mindset can be learned and developed.
The need for grit and resilience in leadership is clearly a necessary component for
superintendents in rural districts. Rural superintendents have limited funding to establish
and maintain an education program, difficulty recruiting and retaining teachers, limited
broadband access, and isolation from major cities,
and public criticism (Labs, 2019). According to the National Center for Educational
Statistics (2014), 7,810 of the 13,567 public school districts in the United States and 329
of the 944 school districts in California are designated as rural. Unique rural challenges
strain superintendent instructional leadership within their small, underrepresented
district. For example, rural communities are additionally challenged to meet the federal
No Child Left Behind accountability mandates compared to their nonrural counterparts
because of staffing, funding, and access to professional development (Yettick, Baker,
Wickersham, & Hupfeld, 2014). Heightening these challenges are the multiple roles
superintendents must play due to the lack of funding for support staff, which significantly
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affects the time they can spend on instructional leadership (Arnold, 2000). The
superintendents in rural school districts are responsible for most of the
operational decisions (Forner, Bierlein-Palmer, & Reeves, 2012). Multiple job
responsibilities may produce an added stressful work environment to rural
superintendents already compounded by living within the rural community and managing
poverty issues and numerous other duties. Moreover, the unpredictable nature and
sometimes shortage of funding in addition to the geographic distance of rural schools

opportunities as well as provide professional development for the principals and teachers
in the district (Darling-Hammond, Wei, Andree, Richardson, & Orphanos, 2009). Rural
superintendents are often isolated with limited resources that must fulfill legislation
through an urban lens, further increasing superintendent hardship (Grissom & Andersen,
2012; Labs, 2019; Lamkin, 2006; Tekniepe, 2015; H. P. Williams et al., 2019).
Leading a rural school district in a time of amplified accountability is challenging.
Leaders serving in small districts play a very public role and are ultimately responsible
for student academic achievement (Lamkin, 2006).

varies

based on the school size, the culture, the size of the board, the expectations, and the
governance style (DiPaola, 2010). As the top district educational leader, the
superintendent is placed in a distinguished social status by the rural community. This
status creates difficulties, a lack of privacy, and the necessity to maintain relationships
with the same individuals in varying contexts. The rural intricacies combine to create a
problematic leadership work context, especially with the current momentum toward
better academic standards and formal learning (Forner et al., 2012).
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Background
Whereas organizations used to describe agile change as fixing the plane while
flying, the COVID-19 pandemic has put its stamp on this experience. Those leading any
organization, from a corporation, institution, or public school system, are not fixing the
plane in midair; they are building a whole new plane. Times like these need leaders who
are resilient in the face of dramatic uncertainties (Renjen, 2020).
Research on resilience did not originate from studies on leadership. The
historical, conceptual frameworks of resilience derive from research in adverse childhood
experiences (ACE; Rutter, 1987). However, the colloquial term ACE did not arrive until
1998 with the ACE study (Felitti et al., 1998). The seminal ACE study was on
California s Department of Public Health vision due to the first surgeon general ,
Nadine Burke Harris, expertise on ACE resilience research (Harris, 2017). However,
sociologists and psychologists have studied resilience in at-risk youth for many years
with observable outcomes to overcoming adversity.
Whether in at-risk youth or any other person or population, resilience gives
individuals the psychological expectation to cope with stress and thrive in constant
change (Siebert, 2005). Resilience is the mental reservoir of strength that drives people
in times of need to carry them through without falling apart. Psychologists believe that
resilient individuals can better handle such adversity and rebuild their lives after a loss,
challenge, or catastrophe. At the time of this study, the world continued to forge a way
through the COVID-19 pandemic and the continual change it wrought. Even the
emotionally strong struggled with the pandemics lengthy and far-reaching impact,
digging deep to access their wells of resilience.
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People worldwide were experiencing a crisis that caused adverse health outcomes,
stress, and the lack of capacity to make realistic plans and carry them out. The adverse
health and behavior outcomes caused by trauma can create symptoms of anxiety,
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, anger, defiance, violence, apathy, and drug abuse
(Harris, 2017). Conversely, resilient people have the strength to attack problems face-toface, to fight adversity, and to go on with their life. Many people demonstrated resilience
behaviors in the wake of significant adversity, such as the 9/11 attacks and the California
Camp Fire. The self-doubt and failure in critical situations caused by stress are nullified
by other individuals motivated by stressors to achieve success and personal growth
through resilience (Everly, Strouse, & McCormack, 2015). Further study on personal
resilience is essential to understand how leaders stay strong when confronted with
challenges, trauma, and adversity.
Theoretical Foundations
The literature on resilience has suggested that leaders can build their capacity by
increasing awareness, practicing cognitive restructuring to think differently about
negative situations, learning from their mistakes, and maintaining a positive perspective.
Models of resilience presented in the following sections demonstrate the impact of stress
and adaptation to challenges. However, original foundations examined adverse outcomes
in children who could not bounce back from specific risk factors without adaptation
variables. Recently, researchers shifted to use various resilience models on the impact of
stress versus quality adaptation factors to form resilience (Ledesma, 2014).
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Risk Factor Model
Risk factors observed in children from the 19th century to the early 1960s resulted
in maladapted behavior and adverse health outcomes (Snyder & Lopez, 2009).
Children s perceived problems were hypothesized to be due to a series of risk factors
individual children had experienced differently than other children. The book The
Widening World of Childhood by Lois Murphy helped created a paradigm shift in looking
at negative risk factors to optimistic adaptation through resilience (Kumpfer, 2002;
Snyder & Lopez, 2009). The theoretical paradigm shift gave rise to the compensatory
model of resilience.
Compensatory Model
The compensatory model is the collected resilience as a defining factor to
neutralize exposures to adverse risk. Risk factors and compensatory factors
independently contribute to a person s outcome after the person experiences adversity
(Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005). As individuals gain more experience in resilience
training, personal resilience, or inherent personal support, they will compensate for
adversity. The earliest example of the compensatory model was Werner and Smith s
(1982) resilience work, which observed four characteristics that compensate and make
adults resilient. The elements were an active approach toward solving life s adversity, a
tendency to think positively, a gain of other individuals favorable attention, and a firm
reliance on the faith of a meaningful life (Werner & Smith, 1982).
Challenge Model
The challenge model of resiliency transpires when an individual experiences a
risk factor and is treated as a potential enhancer of resilient adaptation (O Leary, 1998).
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If an individual undergoes too much stress, the result will prevent resiliency. Moderate
levels of adversity can provide challenges that are possible for an individual to overcome
and be strengthened by resiliency. Resilience develops by actively engaging adversity
and not avoiding it (Rutter, 1987).
Protective Factor Model
The protective factor model contrasts with the compensatory model by directly
interacting with the risk factor. The protective factor reduces the probability of an
adverse effect and moderates risk exposure (O Leary, 1998). Examples of protective
factors that interact with adversity are emotional intelligence, personal reflection, college
and career skills, the ability to bolster self-esteem, planning skills, critical thinking skills,
and life skills (Ledesma, 2014).
Leadership Resilience
A modern resilience framework was published in the book Resilient Leadership
for Turbulent Times: A Guide to Thriving in the Face of Adversity (Patterson, Goens, &
Reed, 2009). Patterson s leadership resilience profile (LRP) provides an instrument to
measure a resilient leader as a unified concept (Paustian, 2011). The LRP consists of 73
questions of optimism, efficacy, support base, perseverance, adaptability, emotional wellbeing, physical well-being, spirituality, value-driven and courageous decision-making,
understanding of reality, and personal responsibility (Patterson et al., 2009). The resilient
leadership model and LRP instrument highlight how leaders are present to the emotional
system they are part of is far more important than the leader s personality and
management techniques they may employ or how well they function as a role model to be
imitated by others.
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Grit Model
Grit is the individuals ability to maintain passion and perseverance despite a lack
of positive feedback for better outcomes (Caza & Posner, 2019). Resilience is an
essential element known as grit. Grit can be confused with resiliency because they share
many of the same elements. Grit is the sustained effort of pursuing goals despite failure
over time, and resiliency is the ability to overcome difficult situations (Kearns, 2015).
Further research may define grit and resiliency as a unified concept because elements are
shown to intersect in the research.
Theoretical Framework
Everly et al. (2015) provided a theoretical framework that suggests the core
factors of personal resilience are active optimism, decisive action, moral compass,
relentless tenacity, and interpersonal support. The framework is considerably shorter
than Patterson s LRP. However, the five factors that encompass personal resilience
outside of leadership have been shown in the literature to affect brain physiology (Harris,
2017; Tory Toole et al., 2018).
Active Optimism
Active optimism is expecting the best possible outcome and believing one can
enact positive change in the face of adversity (Everly et al., 2015; Harrison & Westwood,
2009; Patterson et al., 2009; Scheier & Carver, 1985). People not only have to be hopeful
in a challenge but also see opportunities and take control to make things better.
Optimistic individuals are happier and more successful than pessimistic individuals
(Everly et al., 2015). Individuals with the skill of seeking action is required for positive
change rather than passively hoping for positive change.
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Decisive Action
Creating positive changes and optimism from adversity needs action. Decisive
action is changing course with confidence and responsibility, achieving the best results
from changing circumstances (Everly et al., 2015; Patterson et al., 2009; Raisor, 2011).
Individuals cannot sit at the sidelines during challenges or waste time and resources
unsure of what to do. Decisive action in history has shown victories from Germany s
blitzkrieg taking over France and Churchill s 300,000 troop evacuation from Dunkirk to
fight another day (Everly et al., 2015). Overthinking, debating, or waiting could have
spelled the loss of many lives without decisive decisions.
Moral Compass
Creating a decision requires the right direction, similar to orienteering a map with
a destination. A person with a moral compass has an inner sense composed of honor,
integrity, responsibility, and fidelity guiding leadership behavior (Everly et al., 2015;
Larsen & Derrington, 2012; Patterson et al., 2009). People admire these values because
the values create social cohesion. A person with a moral compass can give a resilient
advantage to those individuals who do not make decisions without a moral compass.
Relentless Tenacity
Relentless tenacity can feel like the personal energy to defy failure and not give
up. Relentless tenacity is a purposeful course of action consistent with an
core values when the individual exhibits steady persistence during times of adversity
(Everly et al., 2015; Patterson et al., 2009). The journey to persist on a particular
outcome can add to self-advantage. However, relentless tenacity can be self-defeating if
tenacious effort creates more problems than can be resolved (Everly et al., 2015).
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Interpersonal Support
Support from others is the best indicator of personal resilience to rebound from
adversity (Everly et al., 2015; Werner & Smith, 1982). Interpersonal support is the
commitment among members to contribute to one another and the collective well-being
willingly during times of distress (Everly et al., 2015; Patterson et al., 2009; Werner &
Smith, 1982). Just as children need support from friends, family, mentors, and teachers,
adults still need collective help from society to foster personal resilience.
Personal Resilience
Personal resilience is the psychological capacity created when an individual s
exposure to adversity results in positively valued outcomes that protect the individual
against maladaptive outcomes in future trauma or stress (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005;
Rutter, 2012; Seery & Quinton, 2016). Challenges are a necessary component of life that
create learning. However, repeated challenges and adversity in some may create avenues
of failure by which others may succeed.
The Superintendency
School superintendents. In California, the superintendent serves as the chief
executive officer of the organization and is responsible for managing the budget,
implementing policy, following state and federal regulations, and all other aspects of
running a district. The pressures of being a superintendent have increased over time,
leading to more conflicted and mistrusting relationships between the superintendent and
the board (Tooker, 2019). Public school superintendents continue to live in a culture
based upon conflict, insecurity, and uncertainty (Glasshoff, 2020). For school
superintendents, resiliency closely aligns with the complexity of the role itself and the
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long-term challenges associated with the school systems complexity. With increasing
adversity in the career and educational leadership s significance in society, personal
resilience may be an essential tool for every superintendent.
Rural superintendent characteristics. Rural superintendents have additional
challenges that can set them apart from suburban and urban superintendents. Rural
districts have limited administration, and the superintendent can be the sole administrator
in the community and the target of public criticism (Lamkin, 2006). Additionally, there
is often limited funding to establish and maintain programming, difficulty recruiting and
retaining teachers, limited broadband access, and geographic isolation from major cities
(Labs, 2019).
Rural school districts. Close to one third of U.S. schools reside in rural
America, and most face similar challenges unique to their urban and suburban
counterparts (Taylor, 2019). For example, the California Center for Rural Policy
collected data on Humboldt County, summarizing that the county has a higher rate of
reported child abuse, sexual abuse, children in foster care, and homeless public school
students than California as a whole (Arledge, 2017). These unique data set rural areas
such as Humboldt County apart from other urban and suburban counties and requires
more from educational leaders to meet the individual needs of the community of students.
Rural leadership failure retention or burnout. Superintendent turnover is
relatively elevated due to the challenging nature of the career. According to a California
study among 215 superintendents, 45% leave their job within 3 years (Grissom &
Andersen, 2012). Grissom and Andersen (2012) asserted that because of the high
turnover, the community expects a new superintendent to enact change in a short amount
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of time, further harming the retention of future superintendents with additional stress.
Additionally, rural superintendents experience an even greater burnout from setbacks
because of rural political conflict, insufficient employment contract provisions, internal
and external stakeholder pressures, and fiscal stress (Tekniepe, 2015). The average
superintendent tenure in a rural position is 2.7 years (Grissom & Andersen, 2012).

remain in the district for more than 2 to 5 years (Simpson, 2013). The longer the
superintendent s tenure rate, the more positive outcomes can occur in a district, making
rural superintendent longevity imperative.
Gaps in the Research
Throughout the literature and research, the persistent theme is that rural leaders
have additional challenges beyond their urban and suburban colleagues. According to
Labs (2019), a study is needed to reflect the needs of district leaders in small school
systems and how their circumstances and leadership needs are far different than their
colleagues in larger, more prosperous districts or urban settings. Additionally, Lamkin
(2006) claimed a more profound gap of study on the preparation specifics and success in
educational administration in rural areas. Lamkin recommended that there needs to be a
better follow-up on rural school superintendents success in their rural school districts.
Although Labs (2019) and Lamkin have recommended that rural school districts
need more study, the researcher found no studies on resilience and the rural school
superintendent. The resiliency framework in Everly

Stronger draws on

decades of research and analyzes Navy SEALs and many others to build its framework.
According to Charbonneau (2019), testing a model in which resilience is defined as a trait
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rather than an outcome, especially on nonmilitary populations, would require further
resilience study to verify generalizability.
Statement of the Research Problem
The pressures of being a superintendent have increased over time, leading to more
conflicted and mistrusting relationships between the superintendent and the board
(Tooker, 2019). As relationships falter, the superintendent personal enjoyment of the
career is strained, and the turnover rate is elevated compared to other occupations.

school districts in an ever-changing environment. Further complicating the pressure,
superintendents must have background knowledge in pedagogy, child development,
organizational behavior, staff development, and politics and must be able to provide
leadership in an age of pressure (Davidson & Butcher, 2019). Superintendent preparation
programs are continually adjusting their instruction methods to best prepare
superintendents for the challenges they face.
The position of being a school superintendent has become increasingly difficult as
a direct result of increased demands and decreased assistance. According to the research,
the modern superintendent is a chronic mover in continual public conflict with an average
superintendent tenure of 2.7 years (Grissom & Andersen, 2012). The longer the

Further research has shown that superintendents impact their district if they remain in the
district for more than 2 to 5 years (Glasshoff, 2020). Superintendent retention has
revealed that salary, benefits, working conditions, and relationships with the board create
voluntary turnover (Grissom & Andersen, 2012). Therefore, it is vital for school boards
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and community members in rural areas to hire a school superintendent who has the
resilience to manage the challenges and therefore sustain longevity.
Rural superintendents have many challenges that set them apart from suburban
and urban superintendents. Rural superintendents have limited funding to establish and
maintain an education program, difficulty recruiting and retaining teachers, limited
broadband access, and isolation from major cities,
and public criticism (Labs, 2019). The added adversity from rural communities directly
affects the longevity of the rural superintendent. Therefore, the school organization and
community suffer without the significant skilled leadership tenure of the superintendant.
Superintendant retainment is a societal issue because close to one third of U.S. schools
reside in rural America (Taylor, 2019). Superintendents leave the rural setting to search
for additional support in the urban or suburban environment (H. P. Williams et al., 2019).
The departure of the superintendent may further damage the local education system that
already struggles with limited resources compared to the larger cities. Retaining rural
superintendents is of great importance to the community, and it is essential to identify
resilience factors to combat their unique challenges in educational leadership. Leadership
resiliency is necessary to prevent burnout, stress, and bad moral compass and overcome
challenges in adversity (Patterson et al., 2009). However, rural schools are
underrepresented in the research, and there needs to be more study to improve its
leadership (Labs, 2019).
Creating a better understanding of the importance of resilience in rural
superintendents could provide crucial insights into managing stress and increasing the
longevity of rural superintendents. Rural superintendents routinely leave their roles for a
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position in another district, a different field, or a higher education, or retire all together
(H. P. Williams et al., 2019). The examination of a resilient study could lower the rate of
revolving superintendents by providing vital information on maintaining personal
resiliency, navigatin
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this exploratory phenomenological study was to identify and
describe the strategies used by exemplary rural superintendents to maintain personal
resiliency based on Everly et al. (2015) five factors of personal resilience (active
optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless tenacity, and interpersonal support).
Research Questions
Central Research Question
What strategies do exemplary rural superintendents use to maintain personal
resiliency based on Everly et al. (2015) five factors of personal resilience (active
optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless tenacity, and interpersonal support)?
Subquestions
1. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through active
optimism?
2. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through decisive action?
3. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through achieving a
moral compass?
4. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through relentless
tenacity?
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5. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through interpersonal
support?
6. How do exemplary rural superintendents maintain personal resilience?
Significance of the Problem
Rural schools are often overlooked for the needs of the larger suburban and urban
school districts. More than 53% of school districts in the United States are rural, and one
in five students attend a rural school (American Association of School Administrators,
The School Superintendents Association, 2017). Rural schools problems differ in scale
from their urban and suburban counterparts, such as low student performance, poverty,
attracting and retaining high-quality teachers, dropouts, drug use, and inadequate funding
(Center on Innovation & Improvement, 2010). However, rural schools face problems
that urban and suburban schools can address more readily because of the established
infrastructure and accessibility of resources (Tekniepe, 2015). Shouldering the
responsibilities of rural school improvement is the superintendent. The superintendent
manages the budget, implements policy, is visible to the public eye, and is responsible for
the rural schools success. To reach the administration level, the superintendent must
have background knowledge in pedagogy, child development, and prior experience with
schools (Davidson & Butcher, 2019). The rural challenges and public criticism
experienced by the superintendent result in career burnout and a revolving door for the
job (Labs, 2019). The average superintendent tenure in a rural position is 2.7 years
(Grissom & Andersen, 2012).
Rural school districts, communities, and the superintendents who serve them will
benefit from studying rural superintendent resiliency. Furthermore, this study will assist
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resilience coaches, training institutions, and additional researchers understanding of the
real-world lived experiences of exemplary superintendents who have demonstrated
resilience in their leadership roles. Research has shown that a superintendent can
positively impact a school district if the superintendent remains for more than 2 to 5 years
(Glasshoff, 2020). Therefore, the teachers, students, and outlying community will benefit
if proper support from professional organizations and preparatory programs help
prospective superintendents remain in their districts for longer terms. Resiliency is
necessary to enjoy one s job by bouncing back from the everyday challenges occurring in
a rural superintendency. Superintendent retainment is a national issue because
approximately to one third of U.S. schools reside in rural America (Taylor, 2019).
Although there is a gap in the research regarding rural superintendent circumstance
success (Labs, 2019), the component of resilience has also gone unaddressed.
This study contributes to resiliency literature in the limited and insufficient realm
regarding rural superintendents. The resiliency framework in Everly et al. (2015)
Stronger has not been used to date to examine the traits and living circumstances present
in successful exemplary rural superintendents. In addition to filling these gaps, the
results could lead to expanded superintendent training programs, specific mentoring, and
coaching components for superintendents and legislative or political advocacy on behalf
of rural school districts.
There is an urgent need to examine the success and longevity of rural
superintendents through resiliency. Turbulent times like the Paradise Campfire and the
COVID-19 pandemic have visibly changed the landscape of areas in rural California
schools. Many researchers have stated that rural superintendents are often isolated with
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limited resources to address federal and state mandates and respond to crisis leading to
increased anxiety and frustration (Grissom & Andersen, 2012; Labs, 2019; Tekniepe,
2015; H. P. Williams et al., 2019). An examination of exemplary rural superintendents
use of resilience in response to challenge and crisis will be an invaluable resource for all
superintendents.
Definitions
The following definitions provide a context that is relevant to the study. The
theoretical and operational definitions give meaning in terms of the theories and
established rules the researcher used to measure resilience variables.
Theoretical Definition of the Five Factors of Personal Resilience
Active optimism. Active optimism expects the best possible outcome and
believes one can enact positive change in the face of adversity (Everly et al., 2015;
Harrison & Westwood, 2009; Patterson et al., 2009; Scheier & Carver, 1985).
Decisive action. Decisive action is changing course with confidence and
responsibility, achieving the best results from changing circumstances (Everly et al.,
2015; Patterson et al., 2009; Raisor, 2011).
Moral compass. A moral compass is an inner sense composed of honor, integrity,
responsibility, and fidelity guiding leadership behavior (Everly et al., 2015; Larsen &
Derrington, 2012; Patterson et al., 2009).
Relentless tenacity. Relentless tenacity is a purposeful course of action consistent
with one s core values when an individual exhibits steady persistence during times of
adversity (Everly et al., 2015; Patterson et al., 2009).
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Interpersonal support. Interpersonal support is the commitment among
members to contribute to one another and the collective well-being willingly during times
of distress (Everly et al., 2015; Patterson et al., 2009; Werner & Smith, 1982).
Other Definitions
Exemplary. Exemplary is the ability to perform in a supreme manner
representing above the level of quality or attainment of the best behaviors, principles, and
intentions worthy of imitation (Goodwin, Piazza, & Rozin, 2014; Thompson, 2018).
Personal resilience. Personal resilience is the psychological capacity created
when an individual s exposure to adversity results in positively valued outcomes that
protect the individual against maladaptive outcomes in future trauma or stress (Fergus &
Zimmerman, 2005; Rutter, 2012; Seery & Quinton, 2016).
Rural. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2014), rural
census criteria is based on fringe, distant, and remote rural territories. Fringe is a
territory with less than or equal to five miles from an urbanized area as well as rural
territory that is less than or equal to 2.5 miles from an urban cluster. Distant is a territory
that is more than five miles but less than or equal to 25 miles from an urbanized area as
well as rural territory that is more than 2.5 miles but less than or equal to 10 miles from
an urban cluster. Remote is a territory that is more than 25 miles from an urbanized area
and is also more than 10 miles from an urban cluster. In contrast, an urbanized area is
defined by the U.S. census as a population of greater than 50,000 in a densely settled
territory (National Center for Education Statistics, 2014).
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Operational Definitions
Rural superintendent. For this study, the criteria of a rural school district led by
a rural superintendent is fewer than 600 students and more than 25 miles from an
urbanized area, thus making it remote. An urbanized area is defined by the U.S. census
as a population of greater than 50,000 in a densely settled territory (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2014). For this study, a superintendent in a rural demographic can
include the superintendent/principal title.
Exemplary Rural Superintendent. The thematic team developed purposeful
sampling criteria for exemplary leaders and, in the case of this study, for exemplary rural
superintendents. Exemplary leaders are defined as those leaders who are set apart from
their peers, have evidence of personal resilience, have a minimum of 5 years of
experience in the position, and exhibit at least two of the following characteristics:
1. Evidence of leading a successful organization
2. Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences
3. Recognition by their peers
4. Membership in professional associations in their field
Delimitations
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010),

rs

(p. 138). The delimitations in this study were narrowed to the selection criteria of
exemplary rural superintendents. This study was delimited to eight exemplary leaders in
a rural setting who were set apart from their peers in Humboldt, Del Norte, Siskiyou,
Shasta, and Trinity counties and who had evidence of personal resilience, a minimum of
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5 years of experience in the position, and exhibited at least two of the following
characteristics:
1. Evidence of leading a successful organization
2. Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences
3. Recognition by their peers
4. Membership in professional associations in their field
Organization of the Study
This study on exemplary rural superintendents to identify and describe their
resiliency is organized into five chapters, references, and appendices. Chapter I provided
an overview of the study, general resilience theory, the purpose and need for resilience
research, and the research questions. Chapter II contains a review and synthesis of
literature expanding on the concepts of resilience. Chapter III describes the study s
method, the instrument used, and the research design on how data were collected from
the specific population samples. Chapter IV presents an analysis of data collected in the
study with a discussion summary of findings. Chapter V discusses the conclusions, gaps,
final summary, and recommendations for further studies.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Chapter II delivers a broad examination of the literature covering resilience
variables and their historical roots. This chapter begins with an introduction to resilience
and a brief history of the timeline on the literature of resilience. The timeline is followed
by the theoretical foundations of significance to the study. Chapter II segues from the
reviewed foundations to the conceptual framework for this study and to the literary
research on multiple resilience variables.
explanation of the population studied, gaps in the current research, and the literature
Major trends, foundations,
framework, and population are outlined in a literature source matrix, (see Appendix A).
Resilience From Adversity
Sweet are the uses of adversity which, like the toad, ugly and venomous, wears
yet a precious jewel in his head.
William Shakespeare
Numerous historic accounts across the globe detail how leaders bounce back from
challenging conditions to give a new take on what it means to be human. People may be
intrigued, motivated, inspired, or scared when observing the accounting of peoples
experiences with adversity. As viewed in history, some individuals thrive under extreme
negative pressure while others fall victim and are forgotten (Everly et al., 2015). The
intrigue that people may have with adversity may be due to self-reflection regarding
whether they could succeed and rise above the trauma in that historic catastrophe or
perish like many others.
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The literature has revealed that trauma from adversity occurs throughout the
globe, causing adverse health outcomes and stress and may also result in poor decisionmaking (Everly et al., 2015; Harms, 2015; Harris, 2017; Neocleous, 2012; Patterson et
al., 2009; Siebert, 2005; Tummala-Narra, 2007; Werner & Smith, 1982). Adverse health
and behavior outcomes caused by trauma can create symptoms of anxiety, attention
deficit hyperactivity disorder, anger, defiance, violence, apathy, and drug abuse (Harris,
2017). The examination of resilience creates a possible solution to the toxic side effects
of trauma and adversity. Although trauma and adversity may result in stress, self-doubt,
and failure in critical situations, research has suggested that individuals can achieve
success and personal growth through resilience (Everly et al., 2015). Resilience gives
people the strength to attack problems face-to-face, fight adversity, and go on with their
life. Further literature review on personal resilience is essential to confront trauma and
adversity to achieve and succeed in leadership and in life.
Historical Background on Resilience Study
Throughout history, adversity

difficult for

those who do not exhibit the elusive resilience variables to bounce back. Resilience
occurs when individuals have a positive outcome despite experiencing severe stress or
adversities compared to other individuals who suffer the same experiences (Rutter, 2013).
Defining the variables of resilience is limiting because of the continuum nature of
resilience (Liu, Reed, & Girard, 2017). However, early research has shown a unifying
observation of human behavior that yields resilience in individuals.
Accounts on resilience in the field of educational leadership are recent endeavors
(Ledesma, 2014). The majority of resilience studies have been applied primarily to
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children and aging adults

. The historical, conceptual frameworks of

resilience derive from research in adverse childhood experiences (ACE; Rutter, 1987).
However, the colloquial term ACE did not arrive until 1998 with the Adverse Childhood
Experience study (Felitti et al., 1998). Sociologists and psychologists have studied
resilience in at-risk youth for many years with observable outcomes to overcoming
adversity.
Resiliency From Adversity at the Turn of the 21st Century
The use of ACEs in identifying trauma and supporting resiliency work has been
addressed by recent California legislation. California has funded, campaigned, and
trained thousands of Medi-Cal health providers to test children and adults for trauma
utilizing the ACE test questionnaire (S. E. Williams, 2019). The childhood adversity
questionnaire developed from the ACE study inquires yes or no questions in
psychological, physical, sexual, substance, mental, parent on a parent, and criminal
abuse.

s a higher likelihood

of pathogenic outcomes (Chartier, 2006).
As the first appointed California surgeon general, Nadine Burke Harris
spearheaded the effort to identify adversity levels in the population. She is the author of
The Deepest Well, which builds a relationship between ACEs and health conditions like
asthma in children (Harris, 2017). Harris (2017) built upon the original ACE study at the
turn of the century to expand how pathogenic outcomes occur in adults from childhood
adversity. The original ACE study linked many of the leading causes of human death in
adults to adversity experienced in childhood (Felitti et al., 1998). However, the study did
not answer how adversity increases the chance of death or attempt to cure the negative
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adult outcomes of adversity. As medical scientists intersect with psychologists, newer
defined frameworks within explicit parameters are created.
COVID-19 implications on adversity. In early 2019, the world changed
dramatically with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and the continual change it had
wrought. The COVID-19 pandemic and its many impacts had certainly added the aspect
of trauma and adversity to the lives of everyone. Even the people who were emotionally
s lengthy and far-reaching impact, digging deep to
access their wells of resilience.
People worldwide were experiencing a crisis that caused adverse health outcomes,
stress, and the lack of capacity to make realistic plans to carry them out. Currently,
discourse is underway regarding the COVID-19 pandemic and whether it should be
treated as an ACE that could have long- and short-term effects on an array of life and
health outcomes (McManus & Ball, 2020). Similar to California
actions,

has come to the conclusion that

considering ACE is an essential component when dealing with vulnerable people on a
daily basis and is investing resources on trauma-informed training (McManus & Ball,
2020). These various initiatives suggest that the varied outcomes of COVID-19 trauma
are like other adverse experience outcomes. Individuals have varying capacity to bounce
back from the COVID-19 trauma because of sociodemographic factors, age, frequency,
severity, and chronicity (McManus & Ball, 2020).
Biological ramifications of adversity. Studies on the prefrontal cortex (PFC) of
the brain have suggested that the PFC plays a role in

highest order cognitive

capacities in resilience (Arnsten, 2009). The PFC is the working memory that
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intelligently regulates

thoughts, actions, and emotions through numerous

connections with other brain regions (Arnsten, 2009). However, Arnsten (2009)
suggested that the PFC is the most sensitive area in the brain to stress-creating mental
illness. Repeated stress changes brain physiology causing neuron dendrites to get
smaller, and the amygdala takes over for the PFC. The amygdala is responsible for fear
conditioning and the consolidation of emotionally relevant information (Harris, 2017).
This
physiological state prevents resilience building because of the lack of PFC regulation to
normalize thought, action, or emotion.
Biologic responses to resilience. Medical research has begun to observe
biological changes associated from variables in resilient frameworks. Physiological
resilience
response toward adversity. One research study found that dopamine and acetylcholine
can be promoted while inhibiting cortisol expression from triggered stressful situations
(Tory Toole et al., 2018). The method to inhibiting cortisol expression in volunteers
maintained high subjective well-being levels (Tory Toole et al., 2018). According to
Tory Toole et al. (2018), this biological feedback mechanism of active optimism or wellbeing promotes resilience by decreasing cortisol and protects against the onset of
depression and anxiety. There is a convergence of the biological responses of the active
optimism study and the work of Harris (2017).

(2017) research, the solution

to healing the long-term effects of adversity was nutrition, regular exercise,
psychotherapy, quality sleep, supportive relationships, and mindfulness. The elements
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Harris presented to reverse toxic trauma are present in modern-day resilience
characteristics in other disciplines beyond the biological.
Resiliency in Organizational and Educational Leadership
Resilience studies originated at the turn of the 21st century regarding school
principals in the K 12 system (Ledesma, 2014). Within the context of leadership, leaders
face many possible adverse setbacks in the pursuit of long-term goals for an educational
organization.

(2003) work integrated Werner and Smith

(1982) compensatory model of resilience into school children and leadership. Werner
and Smith asserted that teachers and schools were among the most frequently
encountered protective factors for children in their study of childhood trauma. Although
resilience research has focused on children, it is crucial for adult leaders in schools to
maintain personal resilience for the school s success and to build resilience in children
(Henderson & Milstein, 2003).
Patterson and Kelleher (2005) promoted resilience in education in their book
Resilient School Leaders on a variety of disciplines, including performance psychology,
physiology, and education in hopes of developing sources of resilience capacity for
school leaders. The authors explained that resilience capacity is sourced from personal
values, efficacy, and energy. Patterson and Kelleher argued that leaders can move ahead
in the face of adversity and difficult situations with six strengths that enable them to be
resilient leaders and further build capacity. The six strengths that enable resilient leaders
to influence organizational culture are as follows:
Accurate assessment of the past and current reality
Positive views of the future
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True commitment to personal values
Strong sense of personal efficacy
Wise investment of personal energy
Courage to act on convictions
The strengths are premised on

belief, hope, and optimism in the face of

adversity to navigate the challenges in public schools (Patterson & Kelleher, 2005).
Researchers in leadership resilience have claimed that leadership is a neverending path to developing

self-capacity for accomplishment during adversity

(Paustian, 2011). Never-ending development suggests that resilience is a personal asset
acquired through other leadership qualities. Continual self-improvement strategies, such
as resilience, are linked to leadership capacity traits like transformational leadership
(Wasden, 2014). Resilience capacity components have been thoroughly studied during
their theoretical foundations and are vital in upholding a position of leadership.
Theoretical Foundations
Whether examining at-risk youth or any other person or population, resilience
gives individuals the psychological ability to cope with stress and thrive in constant
change (Siebert, 2005). Resilience is the mental reservoir of strength that stimulates
people in times of need to carry them through without falling apart. The strict
foundations of resilience cannot be pinpointed although it is evident in many forms such
as stories, myths, fairy tales, art, and literature throughout history (Snyder & Lopez,
2009). Moreover, the term appears and is represented differently within a variety of
fields: business administration, biology, political science, engineering, history, disaster
planning, urban planning, sociology, psychology, economics, ecology, and international

28

development (Martin-Breen & Anderies, 2011). For the purpose of this literature review
pertaining to leadership resilience, the evolutionary theoretical models are grounded in
psychology.
The literature on resilience has suggested that leaders can build their capacity by
increasing awareness, practice cognitive restructuring to think differently about negative
situations, learn from their mistakes, and maintain a positive perspective (Henderson &
Milstein, 2003; Patterson et al., 2009; Patterson & Kelleher, 2005; Siebert, 2005).
Models of resilience presented in the next sections demonstrate the impact of stress and
adaptation to challenges. However, original foundations examined adverse outcomes in
children who could not bounce back from specific risk factors without adaptation
variables. More recently, researchers shifted to use various resilience models on the
impact of stress versus quality adaptation factors to form resilience (Ledesma, 2014).
Risk Factor Model
Risk factors and the resulting maladapted behavior and adverse health outcomes
were first observed in children from the 19th century until the early 1960s and the
(Snyder & Lopez, 2009).
a series of risk factors that individual children experienced differently than other children.
Children who faced significant adversity and did not exhibit maladaptive behavior were
rarely studied; therefore, researchers did not consider whether the adversity contributed to
Martin-Breen & Anderies, 2011). Seminal authors such as Emmy
Werner who gave rise to the first resilience models were initially focused on risk factors
that resulted in outcomes of perinatal stress, poverty, and a caretaking environment at the
beginning of 1955 (Werner & Smith, 1982). However, after 2 decades of observing the
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& Smith, 1982, p. 2). Initially,
a risk-focused approach was helpful to the public health field in reducing adverse health
outcomes (Rutter, 1987). However, an emphasis on

optimism and hope shifted

the mindset from frustration and despair utilized in the risk factor model (Kumpfer,
2002).
Risk factors are variables, or hazards, an individual experiences that make it more
likely the individual will develop a disorder (Garmezy, Masten, & Tellegen, 1984;
Werner, 1992). Similar to Felitti et al. (1998) ACE risk factors that are associated with
adult health outcomes, a risk factor must be associated with an increased probability of a
disorder and must precede its onset. Risk factors can dwell within the individual or in the
family, community, and organization that surround the individual, or they can be
biological or psychosocial in nature (Institute of Medicine, 1994).
The book The Widening World of Childhood by Lois Murphy in 1962 further
helped to create a paradigm shift in examining the negative risk factors to optimistic
adaptation through resilience (Kumpfer, 2002; Snyder & Lopez, 2009). The theoretical
paradigm shift from examining risk factors gave rise to the more optimistic compensatory
model of resilience.
Compensatory Model
The compensatory model is the collected resilience as a defining factor to
neutralize exposures to adverse risk (Ledesma, 2014). The compensatory model
examines a series of risk factors and compensatory factors that independently contribute
resilience outcome after they experience adversity (Fergus & Zimmerman,
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2005). The model suggests that as individuals gain more experience in resilience
training, personal resilience, or inherent personal support, they will compensate for
adversity. The earliest example
(1982) resilience work following children in the 1950s to adulthood. The pioneering
study on the building of resilience was conducted from a longitudinal study on the island
of Kauai. The study examined yo
1955 through adult maturation (Werner & Smith, 1982). A resilient social support factor
on the island yielded a longer life span and success compared to individuals without
social support. Werner and Smith observed four characteristics that compensate and
contribute to resilient
adversity, a tendency to think positively, gain of other individuals favorable attention,
and a firm reliance on the faith of a meaningful life (Werner & Smith, 1982). The results
of their study allowed Werner and Smith to develop the earliest frameworks of resilience.
Further studies on aboriginal resilience by Fleming and Ledogar (2008)
additionally highlighted the compensatory effect of certain factors on adversity.
Research has shown that promoting positive adaptation despite adversity originates
outside the individual in the family, the community, the society, the culture, and the
environment (Fleming & Ledogar, 2008)
(1982) study that
compensated adversity.
(1987) seminal research on resilience built on the relationship between
the caregiver and respondent in the Werner and Smith

study. Garmezy

deconstructed the caregiver relationship into family cohesion, external support systems
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reinforcing coping skills, and self-esteem, essentially adding depth to the framework
(Rutter, 1987). Rutter (1987) further expanded the resilience theory of Garmezy to
include reducing risk and the reduction of adverse chain reactions in an individual while
being open to new opportunities. Rutter
framework, variables, and theories are still present in modern-day leadership resilience
building that compensate for workplace adversity.
Protective Factor Model
The protective factor model contrasts with the compensatory model by directly
interacting with the risk factor. The protective factor reduces the probability of an
adverse effect and moderates risk exposure

. Examples of protective

factors that interact with adversity are emotional intelligence, personal reflection, college
and career skills, the ability to bolster self-esteem, planning skills, critical-thinking skills,
and life skills (Ledesma, 2014). These protective factors can neutralize the effect of
adversity, weaken the adversity, or enhance the positive impact of another protective
factor (Fleming & Ledogar, 2008). Individual differences in temperament or personality
are among the most widely studied protective factors in people (Snyder & Lopez, 2009).
Challenge Model
In the challenge model, individuals are vulnerable to hardship, but they can also
be challenged to rebound from harm by experimenting, branching out, and developing
their own resource of self-protective behaviors (Fleming & Ledogar, 2008). The
challenge model of resiliency transpires when an individual experiences a risk factor and
is treated as a potential enhancer of resilient adaptation

. However, if an

individual undergoes too much stress, the result will prevent resiliency (Rutter, 1987).

32

Moderate levels of adversity can provide challenges that are possible for an individual to
overcome and strengthen resiliency. For example, a study examining women who
experienced death or changes in family structure because of divorce found that they were
less likely to respond with stressors if faced with the situation as an adult (Forest, 1990).
Resilience develops by actively engaging adversity and not avoiding it (Rutter,
1987). Studies are limited because challenge models require longitudinal data (Fleming
& Ledogar, 2008). A longitudinal study by Richardson (2002) examined three waves of
application in the challenge model that concluded in resilient reintegration. The resilient
reintegration was the final wave that followed the identification of the lived experience
and assessed the resilient qualities from the traumatic event (Richardson, 2002).
Richardson suggested that resilience reintegration can be attained by identifying the life
experience, in-depth resilience assessment, and insight into the result of the life
disruption.

challenge model study outlined the theory that people may be

unaware that they are genetically influenced with potential for resilience.
Leadership Resilience Profile
A modern resilience framework was published in the book Resilient Leadership
for Turbulent Times: A Guide to Thriving in the Face of Adversity (Patterson et al., 2009).
provides an instrument to measure
resilience and leadership as a unified concept (Paustian, 2011). The LRP consists of 73
questions of optimism, efficacy, support base, perseverance, adaptability, emotional wellbeing, physical well-being, spirituality, value-driven, courageous decision-making,
understanding of reality, and personal responsibility (Patterson et al., 2009). The resilient
leadership model and LRP instrument highlight how a leader
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interact with the emotional system within an organization. The leaders emotional
system is far more important than the personality and management techniques they may
employ or how well they function as a role model imitated by others (Paustian, 2011).
The LRP brings together the idea that leadership and resilience go hand in hand.

, p. 22). The LRP instrument was
utilized in preliminary investigations such

(2015) article on

relationship to gender and hypothesize strategies to strengthen resilience as a leadership
skill. Patterson et al. (2009) implied that resilience is a leadership capacity skill to
produce necessary fuel to get them through the turbulent times.
Grit Model
The term grit was popularized by Angela Duckworth, a former teacher turned
research psychologist, in her 2013 TED talk Grit: The Power of Passion and
Perseverance. As Duckworth defined it, grit is passion and sustained persistence applied
toward long-term achievement with no particular concern for rewards or recognition
along the way. To maintain resilience, leaders need to keep the desire to utilize grit
despite a lack of positive feedback at the workplace (Caza & Posner, 2019). Like studies
on leadership resilience, a superintendent grit study self-identified that all superintendents
have grit and are also perceived by their subordinates as having grit (Kearns, 2015).
The research on grit assisted in the foundation and informed this study on
resilience. Duckworth et al. (2007) initial study on grit found that grittier individuals
are more successful in attaining educational goals, college GPA, retention of West Point
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cadets, and National Spelling Bee rankings. Their study also found that IQ alone is not a
predictor of success as once believed. An additional finding of the study showed a strong
correlation between grit and five character traits of conscientiousness (Duckworth et al.,
2007).
Grit is an individual s ability to maintain passion and perseverance despite a lack
of positive feedback for better outcomes (Caza & Posner, 2019). Grit is separated into
two components: perseverance of effort and consistency of interests over time
(Duckworth et al., 2007). Resilience is an essential element within grit, just like grit is
needed for resilience; separating the two is not possible. Grit is the sustained effort of
pursuing goals despite failure over time whereas resiliency is the ability to overcome
difficult situations (Kearns, 2015). Grit can be confused with resiliency because it shares
many of the same elements, such as relentless tenacity and moral compass from the
theoretical framework in this study. Further research may align grit and resiliency as a
unified concept as elements intersect in the study.
Theoretical Framework
The literature from the theoretical foundations of resilience guided this study and
scaffolded the content and understanding of the theoretical framework of Everly et al.
(2015) five factors of personal resilience (active optimism, decisive action, moral
compass, relentless tenacity, and interpersonal support). Everly et al. s factors outline a
concise accumulation of resilience foundation models discussed, and the five factor
models support the purpose of this study.
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Five Factors of Personal Resilience
In the book Stronger, Everly et al. (2015) provided a theoretical framework that
suggests the core factors of personal resilience are active optimism, decisive action,
moral compass, relentless tenacity, and interpersonal support. The framework is
considerably shorter than Patterson et al. (2009) LRP. Additionally, the five factors
that encompass personal resilience outside of leadership have been shown in the literature
to affect brain physiology (Harris, 2017; Tory Toole et al., 2018).
framework goes beyond the resilience literature and focuses
additionally on the lived resilient experiences of people who have faced homelessness,
war, job loss, and near-death experiences. The resiliency-building framework research
focused on immediate crisis and not on learning and growing from the situation at hand.
The immediate crisis approach by Everly et al. contrasts to the resilience challenge model
that transpires when an individual experiences a risk factor to treat adversity as a
potential enhancer of resilient adaptation

8). Instead, Everly et al. five

factors of personal resilience integrates the compensatory model, protective model, grit,

The framework supports the compensatory and protective model because the
authors agreed that if individuals gain more experience in resilience training, personal
resilience, or inherent personal support, they will compensate for adversity and have a
protective coat of armor. Everly et al. (2015) maintained the following about their five
factors of personal resilience:
Successful people share a set of five core factors that equip them with
personal resilience. Just as a suit of physical body armor protects the
wearer from physical injury, it seems to us that a suit of psychological
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body armor can protect you against psychological distress and emotional
injury. (p. 2)
Active Optimism
Active optimism is expecting the best possible outcome and believing one can
enact positive change in the face of adversity (Everly et al., 2015; Harrison & Westwood,
2009; Patterson et al., 2009; Scheier & Carver, 1985). A person not only must be hopeful
in a challenge but also must see opportunities and take control to make things better.
Optimistic individuals are happier and more successful than pessimistic individuals
(Everly et al., 2015). In active optimism, the

skill of seeking action is

required, and they cannot passively hope for positive change. Optimism has been studied
for decades, especially in the health discipline. A longitudinal study by Scheier and
Carver (1985) surveyed and followed individuals who were highly optimistic and were
subsequently less likely to report being bothered by symptoms than subjects who reported
being less optimistic. Synonyms of optimism are a positive attitude, hopefulness,
positivity, and confidence. The synonyms have similar results in the literature.
Patterson et al. (2009) claimed that the correct term should be realistic optimism
optimistic leader maintains a positive outlook about the future in the face of
Realistic optimists
empirically investigate observations and are self-aware of their unique role in causing
adversity. Despite adversity, being realistic optimists is the most influential worldview
for resilient leaders because they have the confidence that they can make a difference to
the adversity (Patterson et al., 2009).
Realistic optimism is similar to Jim Collins

The Stockdale Paradox. In

book Good to Great, the stockdale paradox refers to Admiral Jim
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Stockdale who was a prisoner of war during the Vietnam war.
with Stockdale, he learned that it was the optimists who died first in the war camps.
Stockdale stated that it was important to retain faith and to prevail in the end regardless of
the difficulties but at the same time confront the most brutal facts of

current

reality (Collins, n.d.). Like Patterson et al. (2009), Collins (n.d.) believed the strongest
position is when the optimism is tempered with a true picture of the reality of a situation.
Everly et al. (2015) connected the self-fulfilling prophecy with active optimism.
The more success a person has the better the future outcomes because the person has
created a self-fulfilling prophecy of success. Strategies to achieve active optimism are
personal attainment (big or small), observation of others attainment, encouragement from
others, and self-control in the face of adversity by delaying impulsive urges (Everly et al.,
2015).
Decisive Action
Decisive action is changing course with confidence and responsibility, achieving
the best results from changing circumstances (Everly et al., 2015; Patterson et al., 2009;
Raisor, 2011). Individuals cannot sit on the sidelines during challenges or waste time and
resources being unsure of what to do. Decisive action in history has shown victories
s 300,000 troop evacuation
from Dunkirk to fight another day (Everly et al., 2015). Overthinking, debating, or
waiting could have spelled the loss of many lives without these decisive decisions.
From the literature, decisive action is a much sought-after characteristic in
leadership around the world. Studies examining the selection of political candidates in
elections yielded that voters prefer decisive action and quick decisions even though speed
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could result in either a good or bad result (Bernheim & Bodoh-Creed, 2020). In the
Bernheim and Bodoh-

study (2020), voter support depended on the perception of
Moreover, individuals

perceived leaders as effective when they had a bias for action (Bernheim & Bodoh-Creed,
2020).
Overanalysis without decisive action can inhibit successful outcomes in many
fields. Statiticians in ecology frequently observe analysis paralysis because of
(Zuckerberg, 2008, p. 506). Graduate students
who experience adversity with overanalysis often have too many tools at their disposal
that give the impression for the need of perfection and sophistication. However, a simple
analysis is just as useful as a complex one if the students know the direction they are
going and use interpersonal support (Zuckerberg, 2008).
Decisive action examples occurred in the responses to the COVID-19 pandemic
and the climate change crisis. The role of decisive leadership in the pandemic response
led to better outcomes across the globe. An article on the individual leadership by
effective leaders during the COVID-19 pandemic and limiting the spread of the virus
used the comparison to the leadership in Italy that created more than 2.1 million more
cases that could have been avoided because of missed lockdown measures (Al Saidi et
al., 2020; Wadvalla, 2020). In another example, environmental groups looked for
decisive action from leadership to combat the pollution crisis that created 9 million
premature deaths in 2015 (Das & Horton, 2018). Literary examples in navigating world
crisis show that decisive action and a clear direction are leadership calls.
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Moral Compass
In leadership, a clear direction is critical, similar to orienteering a map with a
destination. A moral compass is an inner sense composed of honor, integrity,
responsibility, and fidelity, guiding leadership behavior (Everly et al., 2015; Larsen &
Derrington, 2012; Patterson et al., 2009). People admire these values in part because they
create social cohesion. A moral compass is part of a leader s toolbox for resiliency and
professional success. According to Larsen and Derrington (2012) No textbook that the
aspiring principal encounters in preparing for the role of school leader discuss what steps
to follow when a member or members of the school staff challenge standards of
professional judgment

2).

In times of trouble with tremendous adversity, a moral compass can allow people
to choose the ethical path. The four points of honesty, integrity, fidelity, and ethical
behavior enable people to make a decision that they will not have to apologize for later,
leading them to orientate outside of adversity (Everly et al., 2015). These four points
have been studied in behavioral qualities in society across the globe and contribute to
social cohesion (Everly et al., 2015). However, often the media illustrates perilous
examples of individuals who find these harmonious qualities challenging.
The COVID-19 pandemic is an unprecedented crisis with many concerned for
their health, jobs, and financial stability. These responsibilities and accompanying
stressors fall on the leadership of an organization that employs the people and includes
the mandate to follow public health guidelines. During the COVID-19 crisis, it was
suggested that ethical leadership was needed for leaders to be transparent, empathetic,
and personally available for their employees (Hill, 2020). Transparency and honesty
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were essential even when a leader may not have known the outcomes of a crisis like
COVID-19. Keeping messages clear and concise and providing a timeline when more
information is available are strategies to not overload your teams due to the fast-changing
nature of a crisis like COVID-19 (Hill, 2020).
The leadership resilience profile literature has suggested that staying morally
focused during times of adversity is difficult. Patterson et al. (2009) described a moral
They advocated that
resilient leader values must be articulated to others in the organization and embedded into
the school

vision or mission. According to Patterson et al., The strongest of

strengths identified by resilient leaders is their passion for being value-driven in all they
do. Their moral compass is calibrated on what matters most to the leaders, ethically,

Relentless Tenacity
To defy failure and have the energy not to give up adds to a resilient advantage.
Relentless tenacity is a purposeful course of action consistent with

core values

when the individual exhibits steady persistence during times of adversity (Everly et al.,
2015; Patterson et al., 2009)
can combat the opposite effects of adversity. However, Everly et al. (2015) cautioned
that relentless tenacity can be self-defeating if tenacious effort creates more problems
than can be resolved.
Patterson et al. (2009) agreed with Everly et al. (2015) by distinguishing between
persevering over adversity and persevering over others, which is a self-defeating action.
the leader to dig in their
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heels over an issue with the board of directors on a personal agenda. In that tenacious
case, that leader puts his or her credibility and his or her job in jeopardy (Patterson et al.,
2009).

relentless tenacity over adversity to accomplish goals, directed by their

moral compass, will benefit them when there is no steady stream of success and positive
feedback (Patterson et al., 2009). Additionally, research has shown a directly
proportional relationship between leadership enjoyment and the amount of tenacity
required to achieve a goal (Patterson et al., 2009).
Relentless tenacity has numerous studies under the synonym grit. The component
of resilience called grit originated from Duckworth et al. (2007), measuring the
perseverance and passion for long-term goal completion during adverse times. To
maintain resilience, leaders need to keep their passion and utilize grit despite a lack of
positive feedback at the workplace (Caza & Posner, 2019). Grit has been observed as a
trait that can be developed (Caza & Posner, 2019; Duckworth et al., 2007; Farr, 2019;
Kearns, 2015; Samora, Ficke, Mehta, & Weber, 2019; Schimschal & Lomas, 2019).
Moreover, relentless tenacity in the form of grit has been studied in many public fields of
leadership.
Leadership grit has been studied in schools and hospitals across the county. A
superintendent grit study self-identified that all successful superintendents have grit and
was also perceived by their subordinates (Kearns, 2015). Additionally, school culture is
Farr, 2019). In studies
in hospitals experiencing implicit biases and microaggressions, grit is a necessary trait to
possess to overcome these negative biases (Samora et al., 2019). Relentless tenactiy and
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grit are clear components of resilience that contribute to overcoming adversity and
accomplishing one s goals.
Interpersonal Support
Support from others is the best indicator of personal resilience to rebound from
adversity (Everly et al., 2015; Werner & Smith, 1982). Interpersonal support is the
commitment among members to contribute to one another and the collective well-being
willingly during times of distress (Everly et al., 2015; Patterson et al., 2009; Werner &
Smith, 1982). Just as children need support from friends, family, mentors, and teachers
from the Werner and Smith study (1982), adults also need collective help from society to
foster personal resilience.
Everly et al. (2015) asserted
another and the collective well-

(p. 155) creates personal health and resilience.

Interpersonal support is so crucial that it is two to three times more potent over mortality,
coronary heart disease, immune suppression, and increased stress than physical exercise,
dieting, or quitting smoking (Everly et al., 2015). Interpersonal support has been
extensively documented in the literature on the positive effects on various diseases for the
past 40 years (Payne et al., 2012). In the last 20 years, research has highlighted the
importance of social cognitive functions vital to resilience factors such as stressbuffering, feeling accepted by others, coping, and mood (Payne et al., 2012).
Interpersonal support is vital in leadership roles due to the organizational
structures promoting isolation. In education, the staff, students, and parents regard the
school leader as someone removed from the primary operation, often criticized, mocked,
or ignored (Patterson et al., 2009). These adverse factors make it essential for leaders to
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cultivate relationships and seek advice from others and recognize that it is not a weakness
(Patterson et al., 2009). The desire and capacity for bonding to others through
communication and support are ways educational leaders can remain resilient over time
(Henderson & Milstein, 2003).
Personal Resilience

exposure to adversity results in positive valued outcomes that protect the individual
against maladaptive outcomes in future trauma or stress (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005;
Rutter, 2012; Seery & Quinton, 2016). Challenges are necessary components of life that
create learning. However, repeated challenges and adversity may create toxic stress that,
among other effects, limit self-confidence.

-confidence, self-esteem,

and self-concept allow an individual to reach higher resiliency abilities (Siebert, 2015).
Personal resilience requires promotive factors from assets or resources (Fergus &
Zimmerman, 2005). The foundations of resilience from the seminal work on the
compensatory model, challenge model, and protective model highlight the resilience
capacity assets and resources attained from adverse childhood interpersonal support
research. In adults, building assets such as relentless tenacity, active optimism, and
decisive action could not occur without the interpersonal support resources as well
(Everly et al., 2015; Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005; Henderson & Milstein, 2003; Patterson
et al., 2009; Rutter, 1987; Siebert, 2005; Werner, 1992). Conversely, applying the
concept of resilience to a range of stressors in interpersonal relationships such as
romantic relationships and stigmas in prejudice further the potential for experimental
understudied aspects of resilience (Seery & Quinton, 2016).
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The psychological literature has posited that resilient individuals can better handle
adversity and rebuild their lives after a loss, challenge, or catastrophe (Kumpfer, 2002;
Martin-Breen & Anderies, 2011; Rutter, 1987; Snyder & Lopez, 2009). At the time of
this study, the world continued to forge a way through the COVID-19 pandemic and the
continuous change it wrought. Even the emotionally strong have struggled with the
pandemic s lengthy and far-reaching impact, digging deep to access their wells of
resilience. Many resiliency interventions were implemented to respond to the frontline
hospitals in Milan, Italy, to address the psychological needs observed in clinicians and
families of COVID-19 patients (Lissoni et al., 2020). Personal resilience is a necessity
that society expects from all leaders in times of crisis. In 2021, while the world was
moving forward out of the pandemic, an additional wave of trauma was presented by the
Delta variant. Exacerbating the ongoing health and economic crisis borne of the
pandemic, multiple other stressors and traumas at the time of this study included (a) the
unprecedented California wildfires across the state because of long-term drought
conditions, (b) the East experiencing the aftermath of a Category 4 hurricane (Ida), and
(c) the United States withdrawal of troops from Afghanistan ending the forever war.
Superintendent Leadership and Personal Resilience
People
worldwide were experiencing a crisis that caused adverse health outcomes, stress, and the
lack of capacity to make realistic plans to carry them out. The negative health and
behavior outcomes caused by trauma can create symptoms of anxiety, attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder, anger, defiance, violence, apathy, and drug abuse (Harris, 2017).
Conversely, resilience gives people the strength to attack problems face-to-face, fight
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adversity, and go on with their life. Many people demonstrated resilience behaviors in
the wake of significant adversity, such as the 9/11 attacks and the California Camp Fire
(Schulze, Fischer, Hamideh, & Mahmoud, 2020). As observed through national disasters
and confirmed by literature, personal self-doubt and failure in critical situations caused
by stress may be nullified to achieve success through resilience (Everly et al., 2015).
Leadership and personal resilience research are essential to understand how leaders stay
strong when confronted with challenges, trauma, and adversity.
High-Performing Leaders
Kouzes and Posner (2007) were vastly cited in the literature for leadership success
called exemplary leaders, or high performing leaders. Kouzes and Posner first published
their work on leadership in the late 1980s. They had studied leaders through interviews,
surveys, observations, and focus groups while revising their work through the 1990s and
2000s. They found that the majority of leadership research had not changed significantly.
However, the leadership context had changed (Offutt, 2011). Through the years, Kouzes
and Posner (2007) acknowledged that the changing world is characterized by heightened
uncertainty in the face of world tragedies, and the nation has become a connected global
society with internet connection and diversity of communication tools. Kouzes and
Posner identified five practices of high-performing leaders. These practices include
modeling the way, inspiring a shared vision, challenging the process, enabling others to
act, and encouraging the heart.
Modeling the way. Like a moral compass, exemplary leaders must model the
behavior that they expect of others. Leaders recognize they cannot ask someone to do
something that they themselves are reluctant to do. Leaders must have a clear
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understanding of their own moral compass to share those values openly with others and
stand up for their values (Kouzes & Posner, 2007).
Inspiring a shared vision. Exemplary leaders have visions for their
organizations. Successful leaders have a desire to change things and create something
that has not been created before. Exemplary leaders solicit interpersonal support from
their followers in a shared vision. Leaders create enthusiasm for personal expectations,
displaying that this vision can be a common good (Kouzes & Posner, 2007).
Challenging the process. Leaders challenge the homeostasis in an organization
and are willing to take risks or invest in innovations. Exemplary leaders face potential
failure but are prepared to accept responsibility for the outcomes (Kouzes & Posner,
2007). Like the resilient challenge model, exemplary leaders regard disappointments as
learning opportunities.
Enabling others to act. Exemplary leaders require interpersonal support to
accomplish astonishing initiatives in organizations. They recruit other people to
participate in the planning and decision-making process to empower them on a feeling of
shared ownership and personal responsibility for the outcomes. When groups in
organizations have common goals, they have a higher level of trust, which leads to a
more cooperative environment to work in and produce extraordinary outcomes (Kouzes
& Posner, 2007).
Encouraging the heart. Just as leaders need interpersonal support, they identify
the successes of the people in the organization and regularly acknowledge the
accomplishments of individuals. Kouzes and Posner (2007) developed the following
guidelines for effective rewards: developing measurable achievement standards, having a
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formal systematic process, being creative about rewards, letting others help design the
nonmonetary compensation system, making recognition a public affair, going out and
searching for people who are doing the right thing, and coaching people. Kouzes and
Posner found that the five essential leadership principles across various work settings and
disciplines were consistent in multiple contexts.
Level 5 Leaders
Another leadership model that aligned with Kouzes and Posner (2007) and
exemplary leadership is Collin s (2007) concept of Level 5 leaders. Collins researched
great companies that made significant jumps in stock returns and found that the key
reason was leadership. Collins discovered five hierarchical levels of leadership:
capability, contributing team member, competent manager, effect leader, and Level 5
executive.
A Level 5 executive can paradoxically combine personal humility and
professional will over a company. The executive leads a company to greatness by putting
the people first and company strategy second (Collins, 2007). The executive finds the
right people for the organization and works on correct position placement and getting rid
of the wrong employees. Staffing is all addressed before business tactics guide the
company toward well-defined goals (Collins, 2007).
Exemplary Superintendents
In California, the superintendent serves as the chief executive officer of the
organization and is responsible for managing the budget, implementing policy, following
state and federal regulations, and all other aspects of running a school district. An
exemplary superintendent is someone who is set apart from peers in a supreme manner,
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suitable behavior, principles, or intentions that can be copied (Goodwin et al., 2014).
Navigating the job requirements and maintaining exemplary leadership characteristics is
becoming more demanding. The pressures of being a superintendent are increasing over
time, leading to more conflicted and mistrusting relationships between the superintendent
and board (Tooker, 2019). Public school superintendents continue to live in a culture
based upon conflict, insecurity, and uncertainty (Glasshoff, 2020). Moreover, high levels
of student achievement can also be linked to effective leadership from the superintendent
(Waters & Marzano, 2006).
The literature has suggested that high performing exemplary leaders need to
intelligently regulate their thoughts, actions, and emotions to meet those practices.
However, according to a California study, among 215 superintendents, 45% leave their
job within 3 years (Grissom & Andersen, 2012). Grissom and Andersen (2012)
concluded that because of the high turnover of superintendents, the community expects a
new superintendent to enact change in a short amount of time, further harming the
retention of future superintendents with additional stress (2012). Resilience aids in
mental wellness and the healthy prefrontal cortex of the brain that has been shown in the
literature to help regulate thoughts, actions, and emotions (Harris, 2017). Therefore,
superintendents and those they lead benefit from their resilience. For school
superintendents, resiliency closely aligns with the complexity of the role itself and the
long-

With increasing

adversity in the career and the significance of educational leadership to society, personal
resilience may be an essential tool for every superintendent.
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Rural Superintendents
Rural superintendents have additional challenges that can set them apart from
suburban and urban superintendents. Rural districts have limited administration, and the
superintendent can be the sole administrator in the community and the target of public
criticism (Lamkin, 2006). Additionally, there is often limited funding to establish and
maintain programming, difficulty recruiting and retaining teachers, limited broadband
access, and geographic isolation from major cities (Labs, 2019).
Superintendent turnover in the rural setting is often elevated due to the
challenging nature of the career (Grady & Bryant, 1991). Rural superintendents
experience an even greater burnout from setbacks because of rural political conflict,
insufficient employment contract provisions, internal and external stakeholder pressures,
and fiscal stress (Tekniepe, 2015). The average superintendent tenure in a rural position
is 2.7 years (Grissom & Andersen, 2012). Research has shown that a superintendent
superintendent remains in the district for
more than 2 to 5 years (Simpson, 2013)
more positive outcomes can occur in making rural superintendent longevity imperative.
Waters and Marzano (2006) suggested that high levels of student achievement are linked
to effective leadership from the superintendent. By nature, rural communities do not
have many of the financial and societal resources found in urban areas. A revolving door
of superintendents further limits assets from rural communities.
Rural studies in Washington State concluded that rural school district
superintendents are heavily engaged on different issues than their urban counterparts
(Smith, 2015). For example, rural superintendents focus on improved teaching by being
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heavily involved in the classrooms observing teaching, collaborative professional
development, relying on one another to lead instructionally, and unique challenges to
instructional leadership (Smith, 2015). It is not uncommon in rural districts for a district
superintendent to serve concurrently as an elementary principal, high school principal,
athletic director, or curriculum specialist (Tobin, 2006).
The position of superintendent/principal is demanding due to the responsibilities
of district-level executive and building-level principal. The variated aspects of the roles
are time consuming and can inhibit engagement in either role unless properly prioritized
(Curry & Wolf, 2017). Furthermore, the inner workings of the position are often only
known to those who have served in that role (Curry & Wolf, 2017).
Rural school districts. The examination of the systemic inequalities of rural
schools is not a new observation. In the book The American Rural School: Its
Characteristics, Its Future, and Its Problems, Foght (1910) defined the problem of rural
(p. 1) because of the city lens, lack of leadership, funding, and
assets. Central themes in the book discussed the organization, administration,
maintenance, supervision, teachers, salaries/tenure, buildings, curriculum, and
consolidation of small schools. This historical perspective is important because the
literature has not changed for more than 100 years. A quote from President Teddy

single exception of the conservation of our natural resources, which underlies the
problem of our rural life, there is no other material question of greater importance now
Foght, 1910, p. viii). Foght aimed to highlight the historic
institutional divide on rural schools and give possible solutions.
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Approximately one third of U.S. schools exist in rural America and face
challenges unique to their urban and suburban counterparts (Taylor, 2019). For example,
the California Center for Rural Policy collected data on Humboldt County, summarizing
that the county has a higher rate of reported child abuse, sexual abuse, children in foster
care, and homeless public school students than California as a whole (Arledge, 2017).
These unique data set rural areas such as Humboldt County apart from other urban and
suburban counties and ask more on educational leaders to meet students individual
needs.
Rural superintendent s resilience. As explained in the literature, rural
superintendents have many challenges that set them apart from suburban and urban
superintendents (Grissom & Andersen, 2012; Labs, 2019; Lamkin, 2006; Smith, 2015;
Taylor, 2019; Tekniepe, 2015; Tobin, 2006; H. P. Williams et al., 2019). Rural
superintendents have limited funding to establish and maintain an education program,
difficulty recruiting and retaining teachers, limited broadband access, and isolation from
nd public criticism (Labs, 2019).
The added adversity from rural communities directly affects the longevity of the rural
superintendent. Therefore, the school organization and community suffer without a
significant skilled leadership tenure of a superintendant. Superintendant retainment is a
societal issue because approximately one third of U.S. schools reside in rural America
(Taylor, 2019). Leadership resiliency is necessary to prevent burnout, stress, and bad
moral compass issues and to overcome challenges in adversity (Patterson et al., 2009).
However, rural schools are underrepresented in the research, and there needs to be more
studies to improve their leadership (Labs, 2019).
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Creating a better understanding of the importance of resilience in rural
superintendents could provide crucial insights into managing stress and increasing the
longevity of rural superintendents. Rural superintendents routinely leave their roles for a
position in another district, a different field, or higher education, or retire altogether
(H. P. Williams et al., 2019). The examination of the results from a study on resilience
could lower the rate of revolving superintendents by providing vital information on
maintaining personal resiliency, navigating adversity, and enjoying the job.
Gaps in the Research

that rural leaders have additional challenges beyond their urban and suburban colleagues
(Grissom & Andersen, 2012; Labs, 2019; Lamkin, 2006; Smith, 2015; Taylor, 2019;
Tekniepe, 2015; Tobin, 2006; H. P. Williams et al., 2019). According to Labs (2019), a
study is needed to reflect the needs of district leaders in small school systems and how
their circumstances and leadership needs are far different from their colleagues in larger,
more prosperous districts or urban settings. Additionally, Lamkin (2006) stated a more
profound gap of study on the preparation specifics and success in educational
administration in rural areas. Lamkin recommended that there needs to be a better
follow-up on rural school superintendents success in their school districts.
Multiple sources have recommended that rural school districts need more study,
and yet this researcher has found no studies on resilience on the rural school
superintendent (Grissom & Andersen, 2012; Labs, 2019; Lamkin, 2006; Williams et al.,
2019). The resiliency framework in Everly et al. (2015) Stronger drew upon decades of
research and analyzed Navy SEALs and many others to build its framework. According
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to Charbonneau (2019), testing a model in which resilience is defined as a trait rather
than an outcome, especially on nonmilitary populations, would further resilience study to
verify generalizability.
Summary
The three major themes in this literature review on rural superintendents and
resilience are as follows:
1. The variables of personal resilience and success are embedded in history, modern
studies of leadership success, public health, reversing childhood trauma, and
educational institution accomplishment. These resilience variables or promotive
factors are not necessarily inherited but can be attained through experience and
interpersonal support (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005).
2. Many of the frameworks and vocabulary concepts from the literature have
different synonyms but mean the same thing as moral compass and personal
values to grit and relentless tenacity.
characteristics of exemplary leaders aligned heavily with Everly et al.
five factors of personal resilience as well as Patterson et al.

LRP.

3. Rural superintendents have many unique circumstances that differ from
traditional urban superintendents (Grissom & Andersen, 2012; Labs, 2019;
Lamkin, 2006; Smith, 2015; Taylor, 2019; Tekniepe, 2015; Tobin, 2006; H. P.
Williams et al., 2019). Unique circumstances can lead to added adversity in a
rural area and the need to examine resilience in rural superintendents.
In the literature matrix (Appendix A), the major trend in this literature review on
rural superintendent and resilience is the holistic approach with multiple concepts

54

working in conjunction. For example, a moral compass is necessary for resilient decisive
action as well as interpersonal support, relentless tenacity, and active optimism.
Furthermore, the concepts of exemplary leadership require a moral compass,
interpersonal support, and inspiring active optimism as well.
It was significant in this study to select rural superintendents with exemplary
characteristics to see the strategies used to maintain resilience in the unique
circumstances in the rural community. The holistic nature of leadership, exemplary
characteristics, and resilience work together to ensure the success of the superintendent.
A study on the strategies of rural superintendents to maintain resilience can benefit
resilience literature and direct the focus and preparation to future rural superintendents.
This study investigated the five factors of personal resilience presented by Everly
et al. (2015) and the target population of exemplary rural superintendents. This chapter
gave a review of the literature relevant to the study. Chapter III presents the
methodology used to conduct the study. Chapter IV presents findings derived from the
data, and Chapter V presents the conclusions, implications for action, recommendations
for further research, and concluding remarks from the researcher.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Overview
Everly et al. (2015) shared five personal resilience factors that provide the
psychological framework to foster the strength to succeed during stress and conflict.
Superintendents with resilient leadership demonstrate the ability to see failures as minor
setbacks, with the tenacity to bounce back quickly. This resilience is a crucial
characteristic of high-performing superintendents. Rural superintendents confront unique
challenges that require specific skills, training, connections, and resilience to be
successful. It is essential to know more about leadership resilience in the context of the
rural superintendency.
d Everly et al. (2015) five factors
of personal resilience in exemplary rural superintendents. This chapter discusses the
study s methodology by starting with the purpose and research questions driving a
phenomenological study. The research design development was thoroughly collaborated
by a thematic resilient research team. An explanation of the sample population and the
data collection procedures to ensure validity and reliability are also included. Chapter III
concludes with possible limitations to the study.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this exploratory phenomenological study was to identify and
describe the strategies used by exemplary rural superintendents to maintain personal
resiliency based on Everly et al. (2015) five factors of personal resilience (active
optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless tenacity, and interpersonal support).
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Research Questions
Central Research Question
What strategies do exemplary rural superintendents use to maintain personal
resiliency based on Everly et al. (2015) five factors of personal resilience (active
optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless tenacity, and interpersonal support)?
Subquestions
1. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through active
optimism?
2. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through decisive action?
3. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through achieving a
moral compass?
4. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through relentless
tenacity?
5. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through interpersonal
support?
6. How do exemplary rural superintendents maintain personal resilience?
Research Design
Qualitative research derives its results from observed themes based on words
instead of numbers (Patten & Newhart, 2018). The research purpose drove the thematic
team to a qualitative methodology because the language used in qualitative research
explores the lived experiences of rural superintendents experiencing resilience in the face
of challenge. Because the purpose of the study was to identify and describe the strategies
used by exemplary rural superintendents to maintain personal resiliency based on Everly
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five factors of personal resilience (active optimism, decisive action, moral
compass, relentless tenacity, and interpersonal support), the thematic team concluded that
an exploratory phenomenological approach would best allow for in-depth information to
explore the lived experiences of rural superintendents and their practice of resilience.
Qualitative inquiry contributes to illuminating meaning, studying process,
capturing stories on experience, consequences systemic in life, and the case-making
comparisons (Patton, 2015). A generic definition of qualitative resea
3).
Qualitative research methods utilize descriptive data not based on statistics and nominal
data. Instead, data are gathered through fieldwork, direct observations, artifact analysis,
and thorough interviews to tell the participant
(Patton, 2015). Unlike quantitative inquiry, the researcher is the data collection
instrument and is responsible for limiting subjective experience and ensuring validity.
Moreover, data are explicitly collected from drawn-out, in-depth, one-on-one interviews
collecting word themes in smaller sample sizes than quantitative research (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). Furthermore, the study can progress in possible adjustments or
adding additional questions to tease out rich information in the targeted sample. For this
case study, the sample size was selected purposefully to collect expert details on
exemplary rural superintendents. Numeral data would fail to capture the understanding
of a phenomenon such as resilience, and thus, a qualitative research study was conducted
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015).
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Method Rationale
A phenomenological approach aligned with the purpose and research questions on
this personal resiliency study examining the lived experiences of participants regarding
the resilience phenomena. Patton (2015) described phenomenology as collecting the
parti

feelings, perceptions, recollections, and beliefs regarding the phenomenon.

This nonexperimental approach is appropriate because phenomenology gathers the
(Patton,
2015).
experience like resilience instead of an existential event outside the

perception

(Patton, 2015). For this study, the qualitative data collected from interviews of rural
superintendents painted a picture from the identified themes regarding how
superintendents maintain the five factors of personal resilience.
Personal interviews, fieldwork observations, and artifacts are three kinds of
qualitative data (Patton, 2015). Qualitative phenomenological research collects data in a
systematic, objective way, with varying sources of inquiry. Researchers use professional
judgment in the interpretation of the data to understand the

perspectives in a

qualitative method (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). This qualitative phenomenological
study on rural superintendent resiliency resulted in objective observations on exemplary
superintendent artifacts in a systematic interview.
Population
Rural exemplary superintendents were the unit of study by which data were
collected in this phenomenological study. The unit of study was sampled from the
populations of California superintendents. A research population was defined by

59

McMillan and Schuma
individuals, objects, or events, that conform to specific criteria and to which we intend to
129). This study examined the population of
1,037 public school district superintendents in California (California Department of
Education, 2020). The 1,037 public school superintendents were further narrowed to the
329 rural superintendent population in California (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2014). According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2014), rural
census criteria is based on fringe, distant, and remote rural territories.
Fringe [is a] territory that is less than or equal to 5 miles from an urbanized
area, as well as a rural territory that is less than or equal to 2.5 miles from an
urban cluster.
Distant [is a] territory that is more than 5 miles but less than or equal to 25
miles from an urbanized area, as well as rural territory that is more than 2.5
miles but less than or equal to 10 miles from an urban cluster.
Remote [is a] territory that is more than 25 miles from an urbanized area and is
also more than 10 miles from an urban cluster.

-

For this study, the criteria of a rural school was a district with fewer than 600
students and more than 25 miles from an urbanized area making it remote. An urbanized
area is defined by the U.S. census as a population of greater than 50,000 in a densely
settled territory (National Center for Education Statistics, 2014).
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Target Population
The target population is a group of individuals (or a group of organizations) with

(Creswell, 2012, p. 142).

329 rural superintendent population, the

researcher identified 65 superintendents who met the criteria for rural that also included
the superintendent/principal title. The 65 rural superintendent
was tallied from enrollment data on the California Department of E

(n.d.)

DataQuest.
For this study, the criteria of a rural superintendent was someone who led a school
district fewer than 600 students and was more than 25 miles from an urbanized area. In
addition, a superintendent in a rural demographic included the superintendent/principal
title. To meet this defined criteria, the target population was the 65 rural school district
superintendents from Humboldt, Del Norte, Siskiyou, Shasta, and Trinity counties
because of the lowest population density cluster of counties unique to Northern
California.
Sample
group of individuals from
McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 129). The thematic team
deliberated on the sample size of the study because qualitative research studies are time
and resource intensive to provide depth and rich data analysis (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). According to Patten and Newhart (2018), qualitative sampling is more reliant on
the judgment of the researcher even though it is still tied to analytical methods. Specific
guidelines are scarce when deciding an appropriate sample size in qualitative research
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because the qualitative sample size may be determined by study objectives, resources
presented, and the time given (Patton, 1990). For example, Creswell (2012)
recommended five to 25 participants, and Morse (1994) suggested at least six in a
phenomenological study. For this study, the sample size was determined by the thematic
team to be eight.
Of the 65 rural superintendents in Northern California, purposeful sampling was
used to select exemplary rural superintendents within the target population. According to
Patten and Newhart (2018), researchers use their knowledge of the population to choose
individuals who will be good sources of information. The sample for this study was
nonprobability sampling selected on a set criteria for exemplary rural superintendents.
The thematic team developed purposeful sampling criteria for exemplary leaders
and, in the case of this study, for exemplary rural superintendents. Exemplary leaders are
defined as those leaders who are set apart from their peers, have evidence of personal
resilience, have a minimum of 5 years of experience in the position, and exhibit at least
two of the following characteristics:
1. Evidence of leading a successful organization
2. Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences
3. Recognition by their peers
4. Membership in professional associations in their field
In collaboration with faculty advisors, the thematic team decided on a sample selection
for the eight participants, allowing the study s purpose to align with the population type
sample:
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1. An email was sent to each county superintendent from Humboldt, Del Norte,
Siskiyou, Shasta, and Trinity counties describing the research study
(Appendix B). A recommendation on district superintendents who have met the
exemplary criteria within the county was requested.
2. An invitation email to participate (Appendix B) and phone call, as well as social
media, association, district webpages and other possible resources, were used to
verify the rural superintendent s exemplary criteria for sampling. In addition, the
communique sent described the significance of the study, purpose, and risks
involved.
3. After receiving communication of interest to participate, the researcher chose a
random sample of eight participants who met the criteria and that confirmed
participation selected for the study. Once selected, participants were scheduled
for an interview at a day and time convenient for them. An interview protocol
(Appendix C) created by the thematic team included additional prompts to allow
the interviewer to obtain deeper information as needed (Patten & Newhart, 2018).
These semistructured, open-ended interviews began immediately after eligible
superintendents were confirmed.
The selection process from population to sample population for this qualitative study is
detailed in Figure 1. As a phenomenological study, the sample was appropriate to meet
the

s and the subjects experiences

with the phenomenon (Patten & Newhart, 2018; Patton, 2015).
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Figure 1. Population, target population, and sample.

Instrumentation
In a qualitative study, the instrumentation calls for standardized interview
questions that are exactly worded and determined in advance to minimize bias.
Standardized semistructured, open-ended instrumentation is necessary for the qualitative
researcher because the researcher is part of the data collection process, creating possible
bias (Patton, 2015). However, additional probing questions can be created in advance to
use if the respondent does not give complete and thorough answers. For this study, using
the open-ended, semistructured interviews with exemplary rural superintendents allowed
the researcher to collect the qualitative data necessary on the

perception of

the resilience phenomenon.
In a phenomenological study, the researcher should be detached when analyzing
an experience. According to Patton (2015), a phenomenological framework explores
how respondents make sense of experience and transform knowledge into consciousness
as individuals with shared meaning. Patton argued that collecting phenomenological data
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requires in-depth interviews. The in-depth interviews for this study were conducted faceto-face utilizing Zoom conferencing, allowing the researcher to conduct the interview
script, record, and ask participants to share any additional artifacts pertaining to their
personal resilience.
The thematic peer researchers collaboratively developed interview questions
guided by the faculty advisors based on

resilience framework. The

development of interview questions was established utilizing the research questions and
purpose of the study. The research questions were analyzed for salient components and
possible subvariables to aid in the development of questions. The analyzed elements
were placed on an alignment table (Appendix D) with framework variables, definitions,
subvariables, and variable synonyms to create sentence frames centered on the purpose
and research questions to maintain personal resilience. A detailed process to create the
alignment table by the team of two peer researchers is as follows:
1. The team members were provided variables to research thoroughly and provide a
definition with research for each.
2.

the study.

3. Each member developed two interview questions for the variable the member had
defined using key concepts and terms from the agreed upon definitions.
4.
faculty for additional validation.
5. The team-approved interview questions were placed on a chart with all the
attributes for all appropriate areas and alignment of which questions would fall in
line with each variable attributes.
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The peer researchers constructed interview questions based on how a respondent
would answer variables of personal resilience. The how questions attempted to explain
the superintendent personal strategies during times of adversity and allowed an openended question for the respondent to talk and elaborate. The when items were minimal
and reserved to determine when superintendents react to adversity and when they utilize
an aspect of personal resilience on the job. The thematic team avoided the why, what,

framework. Faculty advisors reviewed, analyzed, and discussed the questions through
multiple collaborative meetings and interview alignment table to finalize the field testing
(Appendix D).
Interview Protocol Development
The team compiled the interview questions into a single script with a description
of the study. Interview questions were analyzed by the thematic team chairs who acted
as research experts to determine that the questions were appropriate. As a team, members
discussed possible outcomes in the interviews and considered and agreed upon probing
questions to elicit an in-depth outcome. According to Patton (2015), probing questions in
a phenomenological study can build depth and richness in detail. The probing questions
for this study would only be used to draw out more personal resilience information from
the exemplary leader to better understand the question during the interview protocol.
The thematic team established the interview protocol with collaboration from
faculty guidance and from research literature (Appendix C). The interview questions
developed were read precisely by the researcher. Moreover, the interview protocol
included an introduction to the study, an overview of the interview, and an audio
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confirmation of informed consent. The UMass

Bill of Rights

(Appendix E) and informed consent (Appendix F) were emailed to the participant prior to
the scheduled interview. Interviewees were allowed to ask any questions before
commencing the interview. The interview protocol was executed by the other peer
researcher in the same manner and evaluated after field testing to decide whether any
modifications were needed before the actual data collection. The researchers in this study
agreed to adhere to the interview protocols to maintain the integrity of the data collected
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015).
Field Test
The researcher structured and rehearsed the interview protocol and included
related prompts that might be needed to get the required responses to support a
phenomenological framework. Each peer researcher conducted a field test on the
semistructured, open-ended interview to ensure the reliability and validity of the research
instrument (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The field-test participant was not included
in the study.
For each peer researcher, a field-test participant who met two of the four criteria
of exemplary was confirmed via email (Appendix G). The individual interviewed was
not included in

, and the field test was observed by an experienced

qualitative researcher for feedback. The observer provided feedback about the clarity of
questions, interview style, and format of the interview (Appendix H). According to
McMillan and Schumacher (2010), field tests ensure that changes can be made to
increase validity and reliability given by field-test contributors and knowledgeable
qualitative observers. Additionally, a participant feedback form (Appendix I) and a self-
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reflection of the interview (Appendix J) were completed at the conclusion of the
interview. The peer researchers, together with faculty, reviewed all forms and feedback.
A discussion ensued from the thematic research team about the feedback forms received
from the expert observers, the field-test participants, and their personal reflections. The
thematic faculty advisors and the peer researchers then made any necessary changes to
the interview protocol and preliminary data. The team consented to the changes and
moved forward with the new interview protocol.
Validity
To increase and safeguard validity, the research team created a field test to ensure
clarity of the protocol questions. The measurement of validity is the extent to which the
instrument measures what it is designed to do (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The
field test demonstrated the length of the interview and the required frequency necessary
to gather purposeful data. Methods outlined by McMillan and Schumacher (2010) to
ensure the validity of the data collected are as follows:
multiple researchers,
multimethod strategies and participant review,
participant language/verbatim accounts,
mechanically recorded data, and
low-inference descriptors.
The field test allowed an external audit of the study design, interview questions,
and data collection through expert collaboration and observation. Changes were made in
the questions based on input from the expert observers and the thematic faculty to make it
more transparent and increase validity. The interview questions asked to the respondents
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were semistructured and open ended with added probing questions. The researcher
utilized strategies during the interview to enhance validity. During the interviews, the
researcher used the McMillan and Schumacher (2010) strategies, recorded the
respondents, and took in-depth notes. The researcher distributed a transcript of the
interview to allow the participants an opportunity to provide any needed clarification
from their answers. Validation strategies such as building trust with participants, learning
the culture, and checking for misinformation were utilized during the interview.
Reliability
The thematic team worked together to ensure internal reliability by collaborating
on the elements of the study such as purpose, definitions of variables, research questions,
and interview data collection protocols. All respondents received the same
semistructured, open-ended questions during the formal data collection utilizing the
interview protocol (Appendix C). The researcher s responsibility was to demonstrate
instrument repeatability and internal consistency (Patton, 2015). By being consistent
with each participant, the reliability of the data increases, yielding valid results. To
familiarize participants with the interview questions and to provide them with adequate
time to reflect upon their responses, the protocol was given before the interview by email.
This member checking is also an important strategy to build validity within the research
(Patton, 2015).
The participant s interview was confidentially recorded and transcribed into a text
transcript. The transcripts were uploaded into NVivo software to analyze and organize
codes in the data. Additionally, participants were asked to produce any artifacts that
might support their interview for data triangulation. Data triangulation (reliance on
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several sources) is believed to strengthen the study s validity and reliability (Cho, 2018).
The data artifacts collected in this study were from the participant, the Internet, the school
and district web pages, the board and school site agenda, and any other readily available
source.
Intercoder Reliability
Intercoder reliability is a method to evaluate the coding measurement and see
whether the story is consistent between two or more researchers. Research reliability is
based on the correlation on the ratings of different researchers expressed as deviations
from their means (Lombard, Snyder-Duch, & Campanella Bracken, 2010). For example,
if the researchers share a high rate of similarity in the 90th percentiles, the reliability in
the coding method can be accepted. Intercoder reliability is a necessary step in reliable
coding. Without intercoder reliability, data interpretations cannot be considered valid
(Lombard et al., 2010). Disagreement among two different coders suggests weak
research methods and can disrupt the validity and reliability of research elements.
Lombard et al. (2010) suggested that greater than 10% of the data coded must agree at
least 80% to the other researcher (Lombard et al., 2010).
Once the data were collected, 10% or one interview transcript was analyzed using
intercoder reliability. The researcher utilized a university adjunct faculty member who
was experienced in qualitative research as an intercoder for this exercise. Intercoder
reliability reports were performed in systematic order: selection of indices, tools,
appropriate reliability index, and reporting. Reliability is reached when the agreement is
80% or higher.
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Data Collection
Data collection from semistructured, open-ended interviews followed the
protocols of a phenomenological qualitative study. Protocols for data collection were
discussed, revised, and agreed upon as a thematic step-by-step process for internal
reliability and validity. Moreover, the researcher reviewed UMass Global
Bill of Rights (Appendix E) and developed an informed consent (Appendix F) to further
aid and ensure participant confidentiality rights. The UMass Global University
Institutional Review Board (UMIRB) approval was necessary to gather data from eight
exemplary rural superintendents, and no interview occurred until UMIRB approval was
official.
Interview Process
The standardized interview process for the eight superintendents was as follows
for the entire thematic:
Rural exemplary identified participants were emailed the interview questions
(Appendix C), the UMass Global Participant s Bill of Rights (Appendix E), and an
informed consent (Appendix F).
The researcher explained to all participants that they would be assigned coded
pseudonyms for calculating data and discussing results.
Only the researcher had the names that correspond with the coded pseudonyms.
Information was stored electronically in files saved locally, not on a web-based
server.
Any study materials that were in hard copy form were stored in a binder and were
in a locked storage.
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Study materials were shredded 3 years after research was completed and approved.
Interviews were scheduled and conducted on video calls due to COVID-19
distancing protocols. The researcher followed standard procedures to ensure
uniformity in the process. The researcher reviewed the Participant s Bill of Rights
(Appendix E) and obtained verbal and signed confirmation of informed consent
(Appendix F).
The researcher explained the purpose and focus of the study. They interview
protocol then transitioned into the standardized semistructured interviews.
Interview data were recorded through Zoom as well as a voice memo backup
application on a cell phone. The informed consent contained a section regarding
permission for audio recording.
Audio recording data were transcribed into electronic text by the researcher.
The participants were emailed the interview transcriptions to ensure accuracy and
provide any clarification or revisions.
The textual transcripts were uploaded into NVivo software for data analysis and
identification of codes and themes.
Data Analysis
Following the recorded interview on Zoom, large amounts of textual data
transcripts were created from the semistructured interviews for data analysis. The
participants in the study were sent the interview transcriptions for verification of
accuracy. The textual data were uploaded into NVivo software. Themes were made in
the software based on topics from the data. Data excerpts were coded to themes based on
the research questions from the study. A university faculty member scanned 10% of the
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data to validate the theme to assure intercoder reliability with a greater than 80%
agreement. The following is a summary of events:
1. Digital interview recordings were transcribed into textual data (Rev app or
Zoom).
2. The transcripts were sent to the participants to verify authenticity.
3. Analysis of the interview transcripts was edited for the core content of the
resilience study.
4. Transcripts were uploaded to NVivo software.
5. Codes were created based on answering the research questions and the initial scan
of the data.
6. The researcher combed through each participant reference and copied excerpts of
the interview into the appropriate code.
7. A preliminary frequency of coded themes was ordered chronologically.
8. A university faculty member conducted a scan of at least 10% of the data to
determine whether their perception and coded themes were 80% or greater in
agreement.
9. Coded frequencies were grouped into themes based on similarities to answer the
research questions on Everly et al.

five factors of personal resilience

(active optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless tenacity, and
interpersonal support) as well as the sixth research question related to maintaining
personal resilience.
10. Codes and themes were captured in frequency tables to display trends in the data
from the participants.
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Frequency tables ensured that multiple occurrences were considered for the
resilience phenomenon. The number of occurrences of a given score in a data set
indicates frequency (Creswell, 2014). Creswell (2014) explained that a frequency table
organizes and condenses data through a series of scores expressed in order from high to
low to score occurrences in the data set.
The frequent themes were cross analyzed by the researcher to questions on Everly
et al.

five factors of personal resilience. The themes painted a picture of the
experience to

adversity.
Artifact Analysis
Participants were asked to volunteer artifacts as a strategy used during a
qualitative analysis to support triangulation with the interview themes. Moreover, the
researcher searched through web sources that could provide other artifacts to support the
research questions. The use of triangulation explains the logic of a study through other
data sources to find a recurring pattern or theme (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). For
this study, the researcher asked each rural superintendent to provide artifacts they
believed were examples of the five factors of personal resilience (active optimism, moral
compass, relentless tenacity, interpersonal support, and decisive action). Artifacts play a
noninteractive way of obtaining qualitative data, which can include emails, photographs,
other documents, and objects (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Limitations
The study s limitations are the characteristics of design and methodology that
constrain the generalizability in the research. The purpose of this phenomenological
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study was to describe the lived resilience experiences of exemplary rural superintendents.
Generalizations are limited to people s experience at a specific time and place where
subjectivity and interpretation could affect results (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010;
Patten & Newhart, 2018; Patton, 2015). It is possible that the ability to draw inferential
conclusions from sample data in Northern California negatively affected generalizations
on a larger group of rural superintendents. This study of exemplary rural superintendents
was limited due to time, sample size, COVID-19 restrictions, researcher as an instrument
of the study, and sample size.
Time

the position. Scheduling intensive in-depth interview time or multiple interviews was not
feasible for this study. Each interview was consistently structured and limited to 60 min
for contemplation on the interview questions. The researcher attempted to cope with this
limitation by allowing the participant an opportunity to review a transcript of the
recorded interview. Participants were allowed to provide clarification from their
answers. University timelines also limited the months that were allowed for interviews.
Sample Size
Phenomenological studies have small sample sizes by nature to collect in-depth
data. This type of qualitative study contained eight participants, which could limit
generalizations on larger populations. Increasing the number of participants could
increase generalizations and reliability. However, increasing sample size decreases the
time allotted for in-depth interviews conducted by the researcher (McMillan &
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Schumacher, 2010). In-depth, rich-lived experiences were necessary for the purpose and
research questions posed on personal resilience.
COVID-19 Restrictions
The interviews occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, during which inperson, face-to-face interviews presented a possible threat. Because of issues of health
and safety, as well as travel difficulties during a pandemic, face-to-face interviews were
limited by the university to video conferencing and could determine subject/researcher
reliability. Although there were benefits for comfort, nonintrusiveness, and easy set up,
the lack of nonverbal communication and possible privacy could have been a limitation.
The researcher avoided phone or sound-only interviews to mitigate virtual conferencing
limitations. The participants had to have their video camera turned on to provide for
observation although limited of facial expression, tone, and other observations.
Researcher as the Instrument of the Study
As the researcher of the study, a potential threat in the study could occur in
internal reliability (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Qualitative studies require the
researcher to be the data collection instrument and link the researcher s subjective
experience and unintended bias (Patton, 2015). The researcher was responsible for
determining the exemplary rural participants, coding and interpreting data, and
conducting the interview. Moreover, at the time of this study, the researcher was
employed as a high school principal who interacted with superintendents and aspects of
educational leadership that could have created personal implicit bias during the creation
and execution of the data collecting interviews. The thematic team collaboratively
worked to develop the interview protocol and rehearsed a standardized interview method
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to mitigate bias. Additionally, intercoder reliability from another peer researcher was
conducted to see whether the coded responses were unbiased.
Summary
Chapter III reviewed the purpose and questions that the research tried to
accomplish through research methodology. The purpose determined a phenomenological
qualitative study was appropriate to explore the lived resilient experiences of the
exemplary rural superintendent sample population. Through a collaborative thematic
team effort, researchers and their faculty representatives developed a research instrument
and a data collection protocol. Data analysis procedures were explained as well as
possible data collection limitations in the study. Chapter IV contains detailed
descriptions of the research findings. Chapter V concludes the study with a summary of
significant findings, conclusions, and recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Overview
Chapter IV begins with an overview of the data collection and analysis covered in
this chapter. This chapter summarizes the purpose statement, population, central research
question, and methodology used in the study. The bulk of the chapter is the presentation
and analysis of data gathered from interviews responding to the central research question
and subquestions. Each respondent provided artifacts that were incorporated in the study,
in addition to the interview data, to provide further evidence of resilience. The
respondent data were organized into table format followed by narrative descriptions to
show the significant resilient themes of rural superintendents. The chapter concludes
with a summary of findings and an encompassing table of each respondent theme.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this exploratory phenomenological study was to identify and
describe the strategies used by exemplary rural superintendents to maintain personal
resiliency based on Everly

five factors of personal resilience (active

optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless tenacity, interpersonal support).
Research Questions
Central Research Question
What strategies do exemplary rural superintendents use to maintain personal
resiliency based on

five factors of personal resilience (active

optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless tenacity, interpersonal support)?
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Subquestions
1. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through active
optimism?
2. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through decisive action?
3. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through achieving a
moral compass?
4. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through relentless
tenacity?
5. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through interpersonal
support?
6. How do exemplary rural superintendents maintain personal resilience?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
The purpose of the study was to identify and describe the strategies used by
exemplary rural superintendents to maintain personal resilience. Qualitative research
derives its results from observed themes based on words instead of numbers (Patten &
Newhart, 2018). Therefore, the research methodology and data collection procedures
align with the purpose and research questions by following a phenomenological
approach. This phenomenological study required in-depth interviews to explore the rural
superintendent s lived experience of resilience framework strategies from Everly et al.'s
(2015) five factors of personal resilience (active optimism, decisive action, moral
compass, relentless tenacity, and interpersonal support).
A target population of 65 rural school district superintendents from Humboldt,
Del Norte, Siskiyou, Shasta, and Trinity counties was tallied from enrollment data on the
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California Department of Education s (n.d.) DataQuest. These counties were selected
because of the lowest population density cluster of counties unique to Northern
California. Purposeful sampling was conducted with aid from the county superintendents
to verify the exemplary rural criteria (Appendix B). The researcher chose a random
sample of eight participants who confirmed participation and conducted in-depth
interviews using the interview protocol (Appendix C) and zoom recording. After the
participants confirmed the transcript, the researcher uploaded the textual data into NVivo
software to create themes that answer the research question. The themes, frequency, and
analysis are presented later in this chapter.
Population
The unit of study was sampled from the 1,037 public school district population in
California (California Department of Education, 2020). That population was further

Education Statistics, 2014). For this study, the criterion of a rural school was a district
with fewer than 600 students and more than 25 miles from an urbanized area, making it
remote, according to the National Center for Education Statistics (2014).
The target population was the 65 superintendents who met the rural criteria,
including the superintendent/principal title. The target population was the 65 rural school
district superintendents from Humboldt, Del Norte, Siskiyou, Shasta, and Trinity counties
to meet these defined criteria. The counties were selected because of the lowest
population density cluster of counties unique to Northern California. For example,
Humboldt County is roughly the size of Los Angeles County at 4,000 square miles but
only has around 1% of the population of individuals in Los Angeles.
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Sample
From the 65 rural superintendents in Northern California, purposeful sampling
was used to select exemplary rural superintendents within the target population. The
sample for this study was nonprobability sampling selected on a set criterion for
exemplary rural superintendents. Eight rural superintendents were sampled from the
target population based on leaders who were set apart from their peers, had evidence of
personal resilience, had a minimum of 5 years of experience in the position, and exhibited
at least two of the following characteristics:
Evidence of leading a successful organization
Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences
Recognition by their peers
Membership in professional associations in their field
The sample population criteria were verified by the county superintendent through
electronic mail.
Demographic Data
The relatively small number of rural superintendents in Northern California
counties presented difficulties in protecting participant confidentiality. Each participant
was assigned a number, and the correlation documentation of name and number was held
in an encrypted file to maintain the confidentiality of the exemplary rural superintendent.
All participants met or exceeded the requirements set forth for exemplary and were
verified by a past or present county superintendent.
The age range of superintendent participants ranged from the upper 40s to 60s.
Out of the eight participants, four were male, and four were female. If any additional
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information had been collected describing the sample population participating in the
research study, it might have jeopardized confidentiality.
Presentation and Analysis of Data
Data were collected using the interview protocol instrument, zoom recording, and
textual transcription. This section reports the data analysis from each research
subquestion to better support the central research question of rural superintendent
strategies on personal resilience. Thematic resilient strategies were coded in NVivo that
provided a frequency count for each strategic resilience theme and pattern. Each
participant provided artifacts that represented some of the themes uncovered. For
example, some of the artifacts provided were pictures of leadership collaboration with
parents and partners to accomplish goals, interview video clips, school accountability
plans, meeting agendas, flyers, and local news articles.
The data are organized by the five factors of resilience and an overlying question
on personal resilience. The number of themes coded from the interview, artifacts, and
frequency of references for each theme were organized into data Table 1 and further
broken down into individual resilience factor strands for deeper analysis in the following
tables.

action, moral compass, relentless tenacity, and interpersonal support) were coded into
themes for identification. A total of 41 themes were identified and disaggregated among

personal resilience. For each of the research questions on resilience, interview transcripts
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were coded into themes. With the addition of artifacts to themes, a percentage was
calculated, which is indicated in Figure 2.
Table 1
Resilient Subquestions, Themes, and Codes
Resilience
subquestion
Active
optimism
Decisive
action
Moral
compass
Relentless
tenacity
Interpersonal
support
Personal
resilience
Totals

Themes

Interviews
referenced

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
frequency

% of
frequency

7

8

3

85

3

88

21%

8

8

3

74

3

77

18%

5

8

1

54

1

55

13%

6

8

4

54

4

58

14%

8

8

3

67

3

70

17%

7

8

3

68

3

71

17%

41

8

17

402

17

419

100%

Note. Total frequency for themes = 419. The number of interviews coded and artifacts coded were
determined by a greater or equal to 2 interview reference number and greater or equal to 3 frequency
number. Outlier themes less than the after mentioned threshold were omitted.

Frequency % of Resiliency Codes
Personal
Resilience
17%

Active
Optimism
21%

Interpersonal
Support
17%

Relentless
Tenacity
14%

Decisive Action
18%

Moral Compass
13%

Figure 2. Pie chart of responses and percentages by resilient factor.
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An average of seven themes was discovered for each area of resilience: active
optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless tenacity, interpersonal support, and
personal resilience. Coded references were taken from the transcripts and organized into
themes based on the area of resilience. Each of the following sections presents the
resilient area with its corresponding theme.
Resilience Through Active Optimism
Research Subquestion 1 asked, How do exemplary rural superintendents remain
resilient through active optimism?

The qualitative data related to this research question

follow. In the literature, active optimism expects the best possible outcome and believes
one can enact positive change in the face of adversity (Everly et al., 2015; Harrison &
Westwood, 2009; Patterson et al., 2009; Scheier & Carver, 1985). During the interview,
responses were obtained through the interview protocol in this resilience area, but several
responses to the questions from active optimism were similar themes to other resilience
factors. However, to highlight the specific research subquestion, the researcher did not
combine codes from other resilience subquestions coded to this resilience factor. Seven
themes were determined for active optimism and are identified in Table 2.
Building relationships with staff. The highest frequency count for themes in
active optimism was the building of relationships with staff. This theme occurred for
four of the eight respondents with a zero-artifact rate. The frequency was 18 out of the
total 88 theme counts.
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Table 2
Active Optimism Themes
Interviews
referenced

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
Frequency
(+ artifact)

% of
frequency

Building
relationships
with staff

4

0

18

0

18

20%

Defining their why
(noble purpose)

7

0

17

0

17

19%

Influencing
stakeholder
attitudes through
contagious
optimism

5

0

13

0

13

15%

Exude hope with
staff and self

7

0

11

0

11

13%

Remaining calm in
the face of
adversity

3

1

10

1

11

13%

Acknowledging
previous success
builds future
success

5

0

9

0

9

10%

Foster a shared
mission/vision
with people
around you

4

2

7

2

9

10%

8

3

85

3

88

100%

Active optimism
themes

Totals

Note. Total frequency of themes within active optimism resilience factor = 88.

General responses for this theme included the need to build relationships with
staff to stay actively optimistic through adversity. As a rural school leader, participants
discussed how small rural staff allows for greater humanizing elements to form
relationships based on trust. Other participants exclaimed that active optimism directly
comes from the creation of relationships overcoming challenges. For example,
Participant 8 stated,
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Optimism comes from our ability to create relationships and rely on each other
and will rely on one another in times of great challenge over the course of these
last several years. So, for me personally, I remain optimistic when I can see
others working together and connecting and being able to rely on one another and
And so this
optimism comes when the communication, the relationship and the interaction is
working together.
According to Participant 5,
So I think that there is a human element that I think sometimes a crisis kind of
brings people together and they bond over it. And so, I think that the adversity
can be a unifying factor as much as it can pull people apart. I think it gets credit
for that a lot of times (pulling people apart) but in my experience, more often than
not, it brings people together.
Participant 7 stated that to promote optimism in students,

and the connection with the families as well. The teachers at a school may not be
going anywhere.

ding that relationship and that

connection with them to keep moving forward.
Participant 1 stated,
For me, I just really try and be there. You know, my staff is small enough that I
can have a personal relationship with, you know, every single one. I try and put
things on me, give me a call or text me whatever and so I can deal with it. But
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there for them.
Defining their why (noble purpose). The second highest frequency count for
themes in active optimism was defining their why or noble purpose for their career. This
theme occurred for seven of the eight respondents with a zero-artifact rate. The
frequency was 17 out of the total 88 theme counts.
Th
the student success. As a rural school leader, many cited COVID-19 as the driving
adversity to define their why and stay optimistic toward the future. For example,
Participant 7 stated the following regarding COVID-19 adversity:
And I say that to my staff all the time. I think we can be a part of the problem, or
we can be a part of the solution in our jobs.

I

complain because we still have the kid that needs our
help and it needs our support or the parent s.
Participant 8, on their optimism from their why, stated,

aim for our districts, and we work very hard and diligently to have input from
everyone and buy-in from everyone.

When

focused on the same goal.
Participant 6 said,

-inspires you to get back on

it, to get back at it.

[neither]
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your kids nor your clients, your kids are your purpose. Similarly Participant 5 stated,
Keep that focus on the kind of student achievement or you know, the new opportunities
Participant 3 added,
Understanding y

But I remember

sitting down, we did a survey about our district priorities, and we asked every
employee what do these mean to you? You should be able to say we believe in
making good relationships with our kids so that they can learn from us. We

emotionally, and morally. Positive is possible.
Influencing stakeholder attitudes through contagious optimism. The
frequency count for influencing stakeholder attitude through contagious optimism was
15%. This theme occurred for five of the eight respondents with a zero-artifact rate. The
frequency was 13 out of the total 88 theme counts.
General responses for this theme included the need to stay optimistic to have
followers stay optimistic and support you as a leader. As a rural school leader,
participants discussed how small rural staff motivation can come from optimism during
adverse times. Other participants exclaimed that active optimism directly comes from
other people. For example, Participant 2 stated,
I definitely think that our attitude and mindset is contagious, and so if I want to
promote positive change at my school, then I need to believe it myself and have a

to do and in order for us to share that same vision and same goals.
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Participant 3 stated the following regarding optimism:
Well, I think it gets people to relax. It helps them buy in. And I think you have to

do to those that are, you know, going to do the work or support the work.
Participant 6 discussed the importance of contagious optimism:
Yeah, I set the tone. People look to me if I am driving. If I am looking
downtrodden by them, looking helpless, then they will be too. So any change that
will need to be made has to come from a point of hope and optimism and actually
started teaching hope in the classrooms too.
Participant 7 stated,

adversity.

The other option is to close or to go inward

or to react.
Exude hope with staff and self. All but one of the eight respondents coded for
this theme in active optimism strategies by exuding hope with staff and self. This theme
occurred with seven of the eight respondents with a zero-artifact rate. The frequency was
11 out of the total 88 theme counts at 13%.
General responses for this theme included the need to instill hope in the staff to
promote active optimism during times of overcoming adversity. Having hope in yourself
was also a common theme to overcome adversity and pessimism. As a rural school
leader, participants discussed how small populations place the leader under the lens of
public opinion and influence. Participants explained that active optimism directly comes
from the ability to instill hope in others. For example, Participant 5 stated, You know, I
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it off, nobody else is going to believe that either. Participant 1 added, I provide the
staff with hope, with the belief that we

the associated protocols. Participant 2 utilized their hope:
hope in working with kids that and when I forget or feel extreme adversity. I guess I
Participant
4 stated,
You have to look at the glass half full, you sell hope as much as you possibly can,
as much as you realistically can.
but you also want to see the world or glass half full.
Participant 6 stated that optimism comes from hope by ust having that belief that we
can create change in our students lives
change with our teachers teaching. Now kids are more optimistic, and they look toward
the future.
Remaining calm in the face of adversity. The frequency percentage for the
theme remaining calm in the face of adversity was 13% of active optimism frequencies.
This theme occurred from three of the eight respondents and additionally with one
artifact. The frequency was 11 out of the total 88 theme counts.
The artifact was an interview conducted by a local televised news agency
regarding dangerous individuals at their school creating a public protest. During the film,
the respondent remained calm, utilized appropriate humor, and was able to calmly engage
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with the protestors. This adversity was able to quickly
calm demeanor under public adversity.
General responses for this theme included example of peers who did not remain
calm and had negative effects for the organization. Respondents stated that there is a
need to remain calm in the face of adversity that allows someone to have active
optimism. As a rural school leader, participants discussed how a small rural population
requires a calm demeanor because of the small community. For example, Participant 3
stated, I remain calm.
being optimistic because you never know where a journalist is going to take a 45 minutes
of an unscripted interview you know? Participant 1 was in agreement:
I want them to see me calm in the face of adversity on them, to see me excited
I say it s going to be
great! And I lay out, a shell of a plan for them to jump in.
Participant 4 referred to calm during the pandemic:
Yeah, I mean in the pandemic,

about staying calm, you know and going back

to what the research says. You respect one
level of calm, which hopefully helps a little bit. If you are able to maintain a calm
demeanor in the face of chaos or whatever is going to be thrown at you, people
will rise up and look for leadership.
Acknowledging previous success builds future success. The frequency count
for the theme acknowledging the previous success builds future success was 10%. This
theme occurred for five of the eight respondents with zero artifacts. The frequency was 9
out of the total 88 theme counts.
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General responses for this theme included examples of exemplary rural
superintendent experience. Most participants agreed that their experiences and previous
success through adversity allowed them to build future success and therefore active
optimism to ward off adversity. Respondents conversely stated that because the COVID19 pandemic was new, greater adversity ensued. For example, Participant 3 stated,

prolonged and wearing. However, I really enjoy accomplishments or putting
something behind us. It gets people on the same page so celebrating those
ing to
step up and do creates more success.
Participant 6 discussed successful solutions: In a normal year (non-Covid), and my

pretty good problem solver. In fact, I enjoy solving problems that just give me
problems. Participant 4 stated the following on active optimism from previous success:
; it was a lot of work at first, and change is hard, but it

kind of on your second lap. Things begin to make a little bit of sense. So

well.
Participant 8 stated,
So I can be optimistic when I recognize and I see data and I see the storyline of
what our students and our staff are doing. I can be optimistic because even on
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still visually see the data and story that we are accomplishing great things.
Foster a shared mission/vision with people around you. The frequency count
for the theme remaining calm in the face of adversity was 10%. This theme occurred for
four of the eight respondents with a two artifacts. The frequency was 9 out of the total 88
theme counts.
The two artifacts offered by the exemplary rural superintendent participants were
similar. Both showed a creation of the mission and vision of the school. One of the
artifacts went a step further and showed a process of a stakeholder placing sticky note
mission ideas on butcher paper to show the fostering of a shared mission.
General responses for this theme included an example of stakeholders not on
board with a shared mission and vision decreasing active optimism in participants. Other
examples showed how a shared mission and vision creates optimism with the school and
community. Most respondents stated that there is a need to actively create a shared
mission and vision for the organization that allows stakeholders and themselves to have
active optimism. For example, Participant 8 stated,
We have worked very diligently to put together right from the mission of the
district, that aim and the school system. And then we have specifically three
goals. We know that everything is on behalf of the children. Everything is being
done on behalf of the students. And optimistically, that means students, staff, and
district righted our community.
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Participant 7 example demonstrates that optimism comes from all: You just actively
keep moving forward and you keep finding solutions until you find one that works for all
Participant 8 stated the importance of a shared vision:
If
oy, you look you

carrying around a bunch of balloons. Not acknowledging kids may cause them
to have a bad day and not ready to learn. So, I sit down with every staff member,
either individually or small group, and just explain my vision and encourage them
all to come up with a little elevator speech to build relationships with our
students.
Resilience Through Decisive Action
Research Subquestion 2 asked, How do exemplary rural superintendents remain
resilient through decisive action? The qualitative data related to this research question
follow. Decisive action is changing course, with confidence and responsibility, achieving
the best results from changing circumstances (Everly et al., 2015; Patterson et al., 2009;
Raisor, 2011). During the interview, responses were obtained through the interview
protocol in this resilience area, but several responses to the questions from decisive action
were similar themes to other resilience factors. However, to highlight the specific
research subquestion, the researcher did not combine codes from other resilience
subquestions coded to this resilience factor. Eight themes were determined for decisive
action and are identified in Table 3.
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Table 3
Decisive Action Themes
Interviews
referenced

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
Frequency
(+ artifact)

% of
frequency

Taking
responsibility for
the difficult
decisions

7

0

15

0

15

19%

Communication to
stakeholders
before and after
decisions

5

2

13

2

15

19%

Defining our why
(noble purpose)
determines the
decision

6

0

13

0

13

17%

Analyzing data to
make a decision

7

0

12

0

12

16%

Belief in oneself

4

0

6

0

6

8%

Learning from past
situations

2

0

6

0

6

8%

Building trusting
relationships

5

0

5

0

5

6%

Flexible and
adaptable
decisions

3

1

4

1

5

6%

8

3

74

3

77

100%

Decisive action
themes

Totals

Note. Total frequency of themes within decisive action resilience factor = 77.

Taking responsibility for the difficult decisions. The largest frequency count
and largest participant response was for the theme taking responsibility for difficult
decisions. The total frequency count was 19%. This theme occurred for seven of the
eight respondents with zero artifacts. The frequency was 15 out of the total 77 theme
counts.
General responses for this theme included an example of leaders not taking blame
for bad decisions and taking ownership through transparent decision-making. Other

95

leaders do not like to take credit for positive actions but instead shift it to the team or
individual staff members. For example, Participant 3 stated,

should be, people respect you and learn. I have a new administrative assistant.
T
I just say

. She asks why I keep doing that and I say I

need you to feel free to take risks and know that when you take risks, I will take
the blame.
Participant 4 made a statement on decisions: I think the buck stops with the
superintendent. But at the end of the day, success, or failure, I think is at the heart of the
Participant 5 stated the following regarding difficult
decisions:
A big piece of that is also on your own. Have you come to terms with why you
made the decision?

Participant 1 added,
ight here.
I would never allow a teacher to make an
uncomfortable call. I do act as a buffer for staff and even the board.
Participant 2 stated the following regarding difficult decisions,
responsibility. And I try to be very transparent in explaining my decision-making
process. Participant 6 stated, I just say the buck stops here.
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the board. Participant 8 added, I take
everything. I take responsibility for the difficult decision that I make in the
organization.
Communication to stakeholders before and after decisions. Tied with the
largest frequency count was communication to stakeholders before and after decisions.
The total frequency count was 19%. This theme occurred for five of the eight
respondents with two artifacts. The frequency was 15 out of the total 77 theme counts.
The two artifacts provided evidence of stakeholder engagement. One theme
utilized a picture of a parent advisory group making decisions on the COVID-19 school
response to in-person education. The other artifact was a board agenda utilizing a public
hearing regarding COVID-19 mandated testing.
General responses for this theme included transparency in leadership through
communication of the stakeholders. Respondents explained that the increase in
communication before and after decisions limits the adverse effects of stakeholder
disagreement. For example, Participant 5 stated,
I think a lot of it is kind of identifying the problems, anticipating the concerns and
being able to clearly articulate the why of the change, its course, and what the
benefits will be weighing the pros and cons. You have to have transparent

to be some bumps, some roadblocks that come up. The more you can address that
with people the better.
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Participant 2 stated the following about the importance of communication:
I try to get as much feedback
from all of our educational partners as possible. Students are included in that
parents, staff, and I also try and make them part of the decision-making process. I

Participant 7 stated the following about communication for a decisive action:
I always start with an organization when I come into it. We are going to do what
we say we are doing. By the time I make a decisive decision, I know what each
By the time we

Defining our why (noble purpose) determines the decision. The frequency
count for defining our why to determine the decision was 13 out of 77 coded theme
counts. This theme occurred for six of the eight respondents with zero artifacts. The
total frequency count was 17%.
The majority of responses for this theme was establishing decisions on the
Most respondents explained that
decisions were always based on what was best for the students. Other respondents tried
to align their why to district goals and shared vision to make decisions easier. For
example, Participant 4 stated,
I mean, first explaining the why is necessary. Two, I think it is just so incredibly
crucial. We try to make sure that our goals are organizational goals and are
always aligned to what it is that we are trying to accomplish.
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Participant 6 stated, When the audience is looking at the best interest of kids, that
question leads you to the right answer. You always ask yourself, is this in the best
interest of our students? Participant 8 added,

for the
success of our students every day. This is not just a robotic repetition of

Participant 7 explained,
So again, it comes back to
the conversation and answering the why.
Analyzing data to make a decision. The frequency count for analyzing data to
determine the decision was 12 out of 77 coded theme counts. This theme occurred for
seven of the eight respondents with zero artifacts. The total frequency count was 16%.
The majority of responses for this theme was establishing decisions based on
collecting data, being up to date on data, and receiving data from multiple avenues. Most
respondents explained that their decision was largely based on data to support what is
best for the students. Most respondents referred to their troubles during the COVID-19
pandemic and required data collection to make decisions for their organization. For
example, Participant 2 stated,
So, changing course based on data, on student data, on community data, on
COVID data, whatever it may be, we take that information the best information
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we have and just kind of keep our ultimate vision the same, but our target
becomes more clear and our path on getting there sometime needs to be changed.
Participant 1 said,
I often hear my wife say,
really the case, right? You do a lot of behind the scenes
work and you just try and make it look like i
your thinking.
Participant 4 described how research helped a district decision:
The research was clear the school to prison pipeline the evidence that suggested

chances of opportunity and opportunity are diminished greatly. You provide your
school board with as much information as possible.
Participant 8 added,
t making that decision on my emotion.

informati

action.
Belief in oneself. The frequency count for belief in oneself was 6 out of 77 coded
theme counts. This theme occurred for four of the eight respondents with zero artifacts.
The total frequency count was 8%.
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The majority of responses for this theme from rural leaders was that they had
belief in themselves and their ability to succeed in decision-making. Most respondents
explained that belief came from previous successes or utilizing their moral compass. For
example, Participant 3 stated,
And we were doing a fantastic intervention program for our first grade and as a
new admin back in 2007, I was trying to implement that across all of our grades
K-5. I just had teachers say,
And I knew that was what was going
to take us to the next level, and it did.
Participant 8 stated being confident,

going.

ophy

as an educator, and also open to whatever it takes to problem solve and make
things better.
Participant 1 expounded, I personally believe that I can do it. You know, I believe in
myself. Participant 5 added, I can do it. I think confidence comes from maybe
experiencing success in the past.
Learning from past situations. The frequency count for learning from past
situations was 8 out of 77 coded theme counts. This theme occurred for two of the eight
respondents with zero artifacts. The total frequency count was 8%.
The majority of responses for this theme related to the previous theme of belief in
oneself. Learning from past situations was a repetitive theme throughout the factors of
resilience and decisive action. Most respondents explained that decision success was
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based largely on learning from past errors and success. For example, Participant 1 stated,

when it was, you know game time. Participant 1 continued discussing COVID-19 past
experiences:
Well, now we get these required changes. I expect them and I just know from the

impressed, surprised, happy with how much better it went than what you though it

Participant 5 stated,
Years ago, I worked as a custodian, a maintenance worker as such for the county
office of education. I remember thinking about how these people do a lot of

moving it again. But now I have a kind of different perspective in terms of just
knowing that maybe they needed it there temporarily or that there is a bigger
picture in terms of like what they were trying to accomplish, or they had other

decision in the moment.
some oversights.
Building trusting relationships. The frequency count for building trusting
relationships was 5 out of 77 coded theme counts. This theme occurred with five of the
eight respondents with zero artifacts. The total frequency count was 6%.
Five participants coded for building trusting relationships as a strategy for
decisive action. Having trust from stakeholder gave many the confidence to change
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course and act quickly. It was important that the organization knew its role and trusted
the leadership progress. For example, Participant 4 stated, We established a very clear
superintendent board level guideline. What is their responsibility? What is the
superintendent responsibility? And then we can trust to have a successful launch.
Participant 1 stated the following in terms of successful decisive action:
like building up trust.

I think

that carries some weight here for sure. Participant 7 discussed, We never had
contentious board meetings, nothing because the union president would speak, and the
board already had this conversation with me and supported me and trusted me. So, trust
is a big piece of decisions too. Participant 8 stated, I think sometimes I have to remind
myself and others, H

Flexible and adaptable decisions. The frequency count for flexible and
adaptable decisions was 5 out of 77 coded theme counts. This theme occurred for three
of the eight respondents with one artifact. The total frequency count was 6%.
The artifact was meeting notes from a COVID-19 advisory committee. The
decision-making process was very democratic and fluid allowing the changing nature of
politics and community to shape a decision. The superintendents may not have executed
their initial decision but were able to adapt to the new mandates and public response
while decisively creating and education program.
The three responses for this theme all involved the COVID-19 response. Leaders
acknowledged that schools are always changing, and decisions will have to be able to
decisively change to fit the situation. Following is an example of a statement from
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Participant 2,

The situation surrounding everything at our school is

always changing.

According to Participant 1, It worked

out fine because I had prepared or because whatever the case the situation called for, I
was adaptable and flexible. Participant 5 said,

-19. You develop what you
think is a good plan, then the dynamics or the guidance change. And so I think

Resilience Through Achieving a Moral Compass
Research Subquestion 3 asked, How do exemplary rural superintendents remain
resilient through a moral compass? The qualitative data related to this research question
follow. A moral compass is an inner sense composed of honor, integrity, responsibility,
and fidelity, guiding leadership behavior (Everly et al., 2015; Larsen & Derrington, 2012;
Patterson et al., 2009). During the interview, responses were obtained through the
interview protocol in this resilience area, but several responses to the questions from
moral compass were similar themes to other resilience factors. However, to highlight the
specific research subquestion, the researcher did not combine codes from other resilience
subquestions coded to this resilience factor. Five themes were determined for moral
compass and are identified in Table 4.
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Table 4
Moral Compass Themes
Interviews
referenced

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
Frequency
(+ artifact)

% of
frequency

Doing the right
thing promotes a
clear conscience

7

0

13

0

13

24%

Interpersonal
moral support

7

0

13

0

13

24%

Aligning your why
(noble purpose),
with your moral
compass

6

0

13

0

13

24%

Identifying
immoral
situations and
taking action

6

1

9

1

10

18%

Communicating
moral and
immoral actions

4

0

6

0

6

11%

8

1

54

1

55

100%

Moral Compass
themes

Totals

Note. Total frequency of themes within moral compass resilience factor = 55.

Doing the right thing promotes a clear conscience. The frequency count for
doing the right thing promoting a clear conscience was 13 out of 55 coded theme counts.
This theme occurred for seven of the eight respondents with zero artifacts. The total
frequency count was 24%.
The respondent leaders stated that having a clear conscience is what drives their
moral compass. The majority of respondents for this theme discussed how doing the
right thing, even when its unpopular, reduced overall anxiety and strengthened their
resilience capacity. Doing the right thing keeps leaders energized as Participant 3 stated:
I think your personal values give you hope. It gives you hope for a future, hope
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energized, keeps me coming back and keeping you feeling good at the end of the
day that you did the right thing.
Participant 1 agreed,

yeah!
You know what needs to be done, the right thing to do if its popular or not. When

right thing and there is really no other justification needed.
Participant 2 stated, When I was getting my admin credential a long time ago, one of the
quotes that stuck with me and that still guides me is that managers do things right, but
leaders do the right thing. Participant 5 explained,
everybody happy.
decision to make me feel better. Participant 6 expressed, I guess having a clear
awareness. Of all, I want to present myself not only how I want to present myself, but
who I want to be and who I am and letting that be seen and all that I do and say.
Participant 7 stated,
compass personally and what you tr
going sideways. Participant 8 stated the following regarding making the right decision
for COVID-19:
because truly again
unknown circumstanced or unknown outcomes.
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Interpersonal moral support. The frequency count for the theme of
interpersonal moral support was 13 out of 55 coded counts. This theme occurred for
seven of the eight respondents with zero artifacts. The total frequency count was 24%.
Seven of the eight respondent leaders stated that they utilize interpersonal support
to aid in their moral compass. Half of them utilized family members outside their
organization and half utilized the important teams within their organization. As a rural
leader, one has many jobs and finding resilience is important, according to Participant 4:
As a rural superintendent, you wear a lot of hats. You are the assistant

curriculum. You have to be pretty guided and grounded in research and be able to
know who to pick up the phone and call so that I can stay resilient. I think a lot of

them and you just kind of build a community with your colleagues in the
surrounding areas.
Participant 2 stated, I do rely a lot on my spouse and family to help keep it in
perspective and keep me kind of calibrated so that I can remain resilient. It gets
challenging. Participant 3 agreed,

faced with very difficult and challenging conversations with people.
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Participant 5 said,
something. I like to be super responsive with emails. Having some trusted people that
you can talk to kind of re-establishes your moral center.
Aligning your why (noble purpose), with your moral compass. The frequency
count for the theme of interpersonal moral support was 13 out of 55 coded counts. This
theme occurred for six of the eight respondents with zero artifacts. The total frequency
count was 24%.
Six of the eight respondent leaders stated that they align their why or purpose to
aid in their moral compass. Many respondents stated that their purpose is why they got
into the profession and continue to lead. The combination of purpose and moral compass
gives energy to continue leading according to the following statement by Participant 6:
I guess you just have to keep plugging along knowing that what you did was right
kids.

Participant 3 stated that resilience and purpose are aligned:
life for some greater purpose, maybe, and it keeps you bouncing back. Participant 4
explained,
This goes back a little bit to established in the why or knowing why we got into
the profession. For me, I wanted to bring about change. I wanted to be a part of
something bigger than myself. I grew up a mile from my school in which now I
lead. When having to make a difficult decision to rely on my moral compass, I
always go back to why? Why did I get here? Why did I take this job?
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Identifying immoral situations and taking action. The frequency count for the
theme identifying immoral situation and taking action was 10 out of 55 coded counts.
This theme occurred for six of the eight respondents with one artifact. The total
frequency count was 18%.
The artifact attached by a participant was a response to employees using
controlled substances on the job. The participant created and shared a Drug and Alcohol
testing consortium agreement for random drug and alcohol testing. Previous immoral
actions in the district led the rural superintendent participant to create this program.
Six of the eight respondent leaders stated that they identify immoral situations and
take action to aid in their moral compass. Examples were mixed as many leaders had
different immoral situations come up in their organization that they felt they had to
correct, ranging from parents, insurance, human resources, child abuse, and COVID. As
a rural leader one has to quality control most aspects of the school including this example
from Participant 2 on special education: Early in my career I had an individual that was
not handling special education legally. Basically, I dug deep into what really matters and
what was really important to me to set this right. Participant 3 stated,
not
vaccinated already and then insurance companies coming out and saying that
I knew the work around to

federal government will cover this.
That went against my moral compass.
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Participant 7 added,
new start every single
Communicating moral and immoral actions. The frequency count for the
theme of communicating moral and immoral actions was 6 out of 55 coded counts. This
theme occurred for four of the eight respondents with zero artifacts. The total frequency
count was 11%.
Four out of the eight respondent leaders stated that they utilize communication to
support their moral compass. Specific examples were mixed regarding communication
with the board, staff, parents, and families to steer a moral path from an immoral
situation. For example, according to Participant 2,
I was able to address their board and let them know that I had serious concerns
about what was going on and that it just was not legally ok.

t

okay (about a toxic mineshaft near the school).
Participant 4 stated the following about COVID-19 decisions: I try to be current with the
If I feel like it needs to be explored
further. Participant 5 discussed employees,
If you really sit down and talk to somebody and listen to them, you see some sort

the district or school.

[at the time]

doing but you start to realize,
Resilience Through Relentless Tenacity
Research Subquestion 4 asked, How do exemplary rural superintendents remain
resilient through relentless tenacity? The qualitative data related to this research
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question follow.
core values when an individual exhibits steady persistence during times of adversity
(Everly et al., 2015; Patterson et al., 2009). During the interview, responses were
obtained through the interview protocol in this resilience area, but several responses to
the questions from relentless tenacity were similar themes to other resilience factors.
However, to highlight the specific research subquestion, the researcher did not combine
codes from other resilience subquestions coded to this resilience factor. Six themes were
determined for relentless tenacity and are identified in Table 5.
Table 5
Relentless Tenacity Themes
Relentless tenacity
themes

Interviews
referenced

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
Frequency
(+ artifact)

% of
frequency

Keeping high
standards on
your why (noble
purpose)

8

0

18

0

18

31%

Setting goals to
complete

5

2

9

2

11

19%

Tenacity is based
on your moral
compass

6

0

9

0

9

16%

Failure mindset is
not an option

5

0

7

0

7

12%

Utilizing a team to
be persistent

3

1

7

1

8

14%

Take risks with
the possibility of
defeat

2

1

4

1

5

7%

8

4

54

4

58

100%

Totals

Note. Total frequency of themes within relentless tenacity resilience factor = 58.

Keeping high standards on your why (noble purpose). The frequency count
for the theme of keeping high standards on your why promotes relentless tenacity was 18
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out of 58 coded counts. This theme was unanimous from eight of the eight respondents
with zero artifacts. The total frequency count was 31%.
All eight participants utilized their why and purpose to relentlessly lead an
organization. The majority of respondents utilized student success as their why to
tenaciously make decisions and work hard at making a difference. Having a purpose for
, as in Participant 5 statement, I

better for students. One of the exciting things about this position. Participant 8
expounded,

Kids. We know that

Participant 7 added,
then kids are not succeeding and kids are slipping through the cracks and not getting what
they need. Participant 6 stated,
Relentlessness is continuous.
the right thing and having that knowledge, that clear understanding, that clear

the best interest of your kids.
Participant 2 stated,
can remain tenacious about it as long as I keep that in perspective.
for our kids.
Setting goals to complete. The frequency count for the theme of goal setting was
11 out of 58 coded counts. This theme was coded for five of the eight respondents with
two artifacts. The total frequency count was 19%.
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The two artifacts came from two different respondents. Both artifacts were the
local control accountability plan (LCAP) required by the state of California. The LCAP
contains goals and actions that align with the the vision and mission of the district. This
provides evidence of relentless tenacity of all levels within the organization to set goals
and complete them.
Five participants utilized setting goals to relentlessly lead an organization. The
majority of respondents utilized goals and talked about the completion to display their
tenacity to make decisions and work hard at making a difference. Having goals can
relentlessly drive most respondents to succeed as in P
know about tenacious, but when I went into education, I wanted to be a teacher for 10
years, administrator principal for 10, then a superintendent for 10. Participant 4 stated,
By and large, you have to set your course. You know that the ship is sailing, and
If you communicated with your
stakeholders, teachers, parents, staff, everybody through the way, that enables me

Participant 8 explained,
So, tenacity for me has to also come with a set of brains and a vision for starting
small and scaling out. We zero in on what that looks like, and we have a very
smart goal, and we go directly into it.
Tenacity is based on your moral compass. The frequency count for the theme of
moral compass creates tenacity was 9 out of 58 coded counts. This theme was coded for
six of the eight respondents with zero artifacts. The total frequency count was 16%.
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The coded participants utilized their moral compass to relentlessly lead an
organization through adversity. The majority of respondents gave examples of unethical
practices regarding children who needed to be corrected in their organization. This was
closely aligned to their noble purpose for leading it also examining the ethical
ramifications like Participant 5 statement on socioeconomic status:
With[in] our district, 75 to 80% of our students in a given year qualify for free or
reduced lunch. This also correlates with studies on adverse childhood experiences
and the correlation between third-grade reading proficiency and future academic
success. It is important to remain tenacious to provide our families with the
opportunity to break the cycle of poverty.
Participant 1 stated,
you can stand up and be tenacious and just be insistent. Participant 2 made the
following statement on a construction plan:

was making it unsafe for kids and then just the whole operation.
Participant 5 explained, The tenacity comes from wanting things to be right for the
students and staff ; and Participant 7
the pandemic.

No, I pulled out the data

board from three years ago, and we had kids that were not reading then.
Failure mindset is not an option. The frequency count for the theme of failure
mindset is not an option was evident in 7 out of 58 coded counts. This theme was coded
for five of the eight respondents with zero artifacts. The total frequency count was 12%.
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The coded participants exclaimed that failure is not an option. Most of the
participants believed that their job was too important to fail. The majority of respondents
gave examples of the importance of education to children or their own personal drive to
succeed. Participant 7 stated,
growing up.

played sports and worked really

hard. It was my upbringing. Participant 5 reflected, I was a math teacher before, and
-solving aspect where I have to tell myself to solve it. I can get a
little obsessive with it. Participant 4 ad

So when things get hard, I know where

have already been established. Participant 1 discussed their quick COVID-19 response:
They closed the school on the weekend. We had a meeting on Monday. By Wednesday
we had all our staff together and by Friday we had online learning set up for kids.
Utilizing a team to be persistent. The frequency count for the theme utilizing a
team to be persistent was 8 out of 58 coded counts. This theme was coded for three of
the eight respondents with one artifact. The total frequency count was 14%.
The artifact shared was a staff meeting agenda. The items on the agenda included
the vision and mission of the district and different initiatives relating to student
achievement such as reading programs. Goals, timeline, and follow-up meetings were
present on the document as well as providing evidence that the rural superintendent
utilized a team to relentlessly accomplish their goals.
The coded participants utilized their staff as a way to relentlessly, strategically
navigate an organization through adversity. The majority of respondents gave examples
of completing goals within their organization such as student achievement and COVID-
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19 navigation. Participant 6 stated,
I work as a team. Relentless, just sounds so
aggressive in nature, so
Participant 7 added,
things together, but we will always move forward. Participant 8 explained, So, the

people so that they know what they can do.
Take risks with the possibility of defeat. The frequency count for the theme of
moral compass creates tenacity was 5 out of 58 coded counts. This theme was coded for
two of the eight respondents with one artifact. The total frequency count was 7%.
The artifact shared was a business contracting service agreement from the rural
district. Other rural districts were able to contract specific positions up to administration
for their district suffering limited resources. The rural leader who created this program
took the risk of alienating the county by outpricing their services. The agreement
resulted in more revenue and more services for the rural district, with outside sources of
money coming in. The artifact is evidence of a risk that could have failed.
The coded participants utilized their risk taking to lead an organization through
adversity. Respondents were split on risk reward and risk failure. However, the
participants remained resilient and are able to take more risks in the future. For example,
Participant 5 said,
I was relentlessly tenacious and solving the problem and trying to find the best
outcome. Even though the outcome was ultimately a loss, we ended up paying a
settlement agreement and then the cost of having a demographer and the transition
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of the trustee areas. However, this does not change my tenacity for future
problems.
Participant 3 explained, So, I th
background.
and accept defeat and learn from it and move on.
Resilience Through Interpersonal Support
Research Subquestion 5 asked, How do exemplary rural superintendents remain
resilient through interpersonal support? The qualitative data related to this research
question follow. Interpersonal support is the commitment among members to contribute
to one another and the collective well-being willingly during times of distress (Everly et
al., 2015; Patterson et al., 2009; Werner & Smith, 1982). During the interview, responses
were obtained through the interview protocol in this resilience area, but several responses
to the questions from interpersonal support were similar themes to other resilience
factors. However, to highlight the specific research subquestion, the researcher did not
combine codes from other resilience subquestions coded to this resilience factor. Eight
themes were determined for interpersonal support and are identified in Table 6.
Narratives were provided for the top five strategies due to lower frequency rates.
Develop relationships by making time for correspondence. The frequency
count for the theme developing relationship by making time for correspondence was 13
out of 70 coded counts. This theme was coded for seven of the eight respondents with
one artifact. The total frequency count was 19%.
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Table 6
Interpersonal Support Themes
Interviews
referenced

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
Frequency
(+ artifact)

% of
frequency

Develop
relationships by
making time for
correspondence

7

1

12

1

13

19%

Using support to
bounce back after
adversity

6

0

12

0

12

17%

Develop
relationships
through common
purpose

4

0

8

0

8

11%

Develop
relationships by
displaying
feelings

4

0

8

0

8

11%

Feeling part of a
larger team

5

0

8

0

8

11%

Develop
relationships with
staff outside a
professional
environment

4

1

7

1

8

11%

Develop
relationships over
shared adversity

4

1

6

1

7

10%

Develop
relationships by
eating and
drinking together

3

1

6

1

7

10%

8

3

67

3

70

100%

Interpersonal
support themes

Totals

Note. Total frequency of themes within interpersonal support resilience factor = 70.

The artifact shared was an email of praise for a teacher. The teacher went above
and beyond business hours with an after-school program. The artifact is evidence that
correspondence is important to build relationships with others to keep focused on the
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mission of the school. The teacher may in the future continue to go above and beyond
what is required having a positive relationship with the superintendent.
The coded participants utilized their skills of correspondence to build an
interpersonal support safety net. Many examples displayed how respondents do quick
check-in and check-outs with staff members. Some even meet off campus with staff for
food and drinks. An example of off-campus correspondence occurred in P
statement: Every other month, there is a group of seven or eight of us that get together
and talk shop for five minutes. Just to make sure that everybody else was doing okay.
Participant 1 added, We all have bad days, or you know COVID or anything else going
on so I have staff text me or I text them to check in saying,

It s

important to check up on each other. Participant 2 stated, I provide a lot of
opportunities to get together and talk. We have to set aside time together and set aside
play time together. I do this several times a year. Participant 3

Monday, we

do a cabinet meeting. We just talk.
Participant 7 sai
box.
Using support to bounce back after adversity. The frequency count for the
theme using support to bounce back after adversity was 12 out of 70 coded counts. This
theme was coded for six of the eight respondents with zero artifacts. The total frequency
count was 17%.
The coded participants relied on interpersonal support to bounce back from
adversity. Interpersonal support had to be built ahead of time. It is invaluable to the
leaders to be able to bounce back. Respondent 1 stated,
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We really leaned on each other based on those relationships. It makes it a lot
easier because when you do stumble or have a decision or a plan that kind of falls
flat, use those interpersonal supports you have built up or cultivated through the
years. I think that it makes it obviously a lot easier to bounce back.
Respondent 2 expounded,

I have my school family and my

personal family. I think without that, it would be much more difficult to bounce back.
Respondent 3 discussed the role of family: I bounce back from support outside of
school, you know my parents had a big role in that. My family, my brother, my sister,
my wife, my daughter her husband. Respondent 6 believed, You should always have a
couple people that you can actually talk freely with at work. Respondent 7 connected
I found myself building connection and relationships with staff so
that they can help me move forward. Respondent 8 agreed that interpersonal support

thankful for to help us bounce back.
Develop relationships through common purpose. The frequency count for the
theme developing relationships through common purpose was 8 out of 70 coded counts.
This theme was coded for four of the eight respondents with zero artifacts. The total
frequency count was 11%.
The coded participants talked about finding interpersonal support through
commonalities. Many examples displayed how respondents defining and sharing their
purpose help by developing workplace relationships. The majority of examples pertained
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to student success and helping children. An example of finding common purpose was
from Participant 4:
I think that educators in general are all here for the best of reasons. By and large,
I have seen over the last decade or so that 95% of people get on board with the
district
the students.
Participant 5 added, I think trying to have a common purpose, be able to communicate
about it is our time to develop those relationships for support. Participant 6 agreed,
Well, I have multiple teachers that I can talk freely with and office staff too. I only have
three office staff so they too all work in the school for the same purpose of children.
Participant 8 stated, I will be right here working with you as long as we have a common
path and a common commitment to each other.
Develop relationships by displaying feelings. The frequency count for the theme
developing relationships by displaying feelings was eight out of 70 coded counts. This
theme was coded for four of the eight respondents with zero artifacts. The total
frequency count was 11%.
Many respondent examples displayed how they can share emotions of sadness,
celebration, and happiness. The sharing of emotions shows the vulnerability of the
position and allows for stronger relationships according to the participants. For example,
when Participant 3 struggled with a sexual predator problem at their school, they stated,
I just kind of dropped everything for two days and let everyone come in and
directly talk to me. I was just being calm and listening and letting them know that
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I cared. There was on in here and I lot it emotionally.

my temper or

anything, but I just started crying.
Participant 2 emphasized, To be there for each other during troubled times. We cry in
front of each other, we have each other s back and love one another. Participant 4
stated, The opportunity to both celebrate and commiserate your successes and
challenges with your peers in the field was so incredibly invaluable pre-pandemic.
Feeling part of a larger team. The frequency count for the theme feeling part of
a larger team was 8 out of 70 coded counts. This theme was coded for five of the eight
respondents with one artifact. The total frequency count was 11%.
The coded participants utilized their team-building skill to construct interpersonal
support among staff. Examples included make time to define team roles and celebrate
success from different sides of the team. An example of defining team roles occurred
with Participant 1:
I have spent time with staff. We are a team. I talk a lot about the team concept

the quarterback. You can be the trainer; you can be the second-string kicker or
whatever.
together.
Participant 2 stated, We have our staff meetings, all are staff, not just teachers.
luable member of this team. Participant 5 explained benefits of
interpersonal support:

122

I think interpersonal support is part of what drives you. You feed off of it. I feel
8-hour day and you feel
guilty leaving the office because other people on the team are still here.
Participant 8 added,

part of it, it is absolutely essential to me right now. It is definitely one of the
things that keeps me motivated.
Personal Resilience
Research Subquestion 6 asked, How do exemplary rural superintendents
maintain personal resilience? The qualitative data related to this research question
follow.
exposure to adversity results in positively valued outcomes that protect the individual
against maladaptive outcomes in future trauma or stress (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005;
Rutter, 2012; Seery & Quinton, 2016). During the interview, responses were obtained
through the interview protocol in this resilience area, but several responses to the
questions from personal resilience were similar themes to other resilience factors.
However, to highlight the specific research subquestion, the researcher did not combine
codes from other resilience subquestions coded to this resilience factor. Seven themes
were determined for personal resilience and are identified in Table 7. Narratives were
given for six of the themes with higher frequency rates.
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Table 7
Personal Resilience Themes
Interviews
referenced

Artifacts
coded

Interview
frequency

Artifact
frequency

Total
Frequency
(+ artifact)

% of
frequency

Previous success
builds
confidence to
beat adversity

8

0

21

0

21

30%

Defining your
personal why in
the service of
others

6

0

11

0

11

15%

Interpersonal
support provides
confidence to
succeed

5

0

11

0

11

15%

Belief in yourself
to succeed

4

1

8

1

9

13%

Flexibility to adapt
to adversity

4

1

8

1

9

13%

Tenacity to
complete tasks

5

1

6

1

7

10%

Destress at home
through food and
drink

2

0

3

0

3

4%

8

3

68

3

71

100%

Personal resilience
themes

Totals

Note. Total frequency of themes within decisive action resilience factor = 71.

Previous success builds confidence to beat adversity. The frequency count for
the theme previous success builds confidence to beat adversity was 21 out of 70 coded
counts. This theme was coded unanimously for eight of the eight respondents with zero
artifacts. The total frequency count was 30%.
The participant themes were all in agreement that previous success builds
confidence to face the next challenge. The stories exemplary rural superintendents told
explained how if leaders can accomplish something out of a crisis, they can move on
confidently to the next one. For example, Participant 3 stated,
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If you can successfully accomplish something out of a crisis,
going to give you confidence for the next one. Hopefully, you can learn enough
from the crisis that that crisis never happens again too., But something, everything

situation to know how to handle it.
Participant 1 added, I think with that confidence, you have the courage to face the next

Participant 2 stated,
t I can apply
that to future situations. Participant 4

I think the other thing

that is valuable is just finding small wins. You know, throughout the day, you probably
good things written behind my
head here. Participant 5 agreed,
If you overcome that hurdle, it makes other hurdles smaller and it has a broader
impact as well as reutilization later when you come across a similar dynamic for a
situation. And again, all this hard by the COVID being extra taxing as we were
not used to it.
Defining your personal why in the service of others. The frequency count for
the theme defining your personal why in the service of others was 11 out of 70 coded
counts. This theme was coded for six of the eight respondents with zero artifacts. The
total frequency count was 15%.
The participants in the study agreed that when

purpose for working or why

is in the service of others, the leader is able to bounce back from challenges. The main
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story the exemplary rural superintendent told explained how the service of students
allows them to accept responsibility for tough decisions. For example, Participant 1
stated,
One thing when you accept responsibility for tough decisions you are becoming
the front man, the visible person. The resilience you get during that time is
knowing that I walk around the hallways just seeing the kids thriving. That dumb

checking in on my belief is in the service of them.
Participant 2 added,
like I get more confidence to face another crisis. I spend more time with the kids, and it
work. Participant 7 agreed, They see that my heart lies
with the kids, and they see that from the beginning. So then having those conversations
is a little bit easier. For me, I hold myself to such a high standard, sometimes probably to
a fault.
Interpersonal support provides confidence to succeed. The frequency count for
the theme interpersonal support provides confidence to succeed was 11 out of 70 coded
counts. This theme was coded for five of the eight respondents with zero artifacts. The
total frequency count was 15%.
The participant themes were in agreement that interpersonal support provides
confidence to aid in resilience. The stories exemplary rural superintendent told explained
how leaders can bounce back out of a crisis if they took the time to build those
interpersonal relationships. For example, Participant 1 stated,
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I maintain personal resilience by
all the elements asked in this interview. I check in on each of the individuals and
offer support.
the boss because you guys have a lot of faith in what
Participant 6 explained, I find my personal resilience from those around me. [I had] the
teachers that created a reverse Easter parade right when the schools had to close to my
husband to lean on. Participant 4 emphasized the importance of h

I

have personal resilience by having a great family and great friends. I think having an
appropriate professional home life balance really matters. Participant 8 discussed
working for the common good:
I had a difficult situation, and we overcame it as a staff. It was evidence that my
team acts as interpersonal support. Everyone worked together for the common
good. Not everything was perfect, but everything was processed through, and we
had focus on each other and what the needs [were] for our kids. That situation
built my confidence to say, honestly, we can do anything.
Belief in yourself to succeed. The frequency count for the theme belief in
yourself to succeed was 9 out of 70 coded counts. This theme was coded for four of the
eight respondents with one artifact. The total frequency count was 13%.
The artifact of evidence was a school bond flyer that was initiated by one of the
participants. The participant believed that he could succeed in passing this bond as a way
to help out his district. This will be their first attempt at a school bond passage but the
belief in themselves drives their confidence to succeed.
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All participants agreed that confidence and belief in oneself aids in personal
resilience. Belief in oneself is a strategy for personal resilience to change course, serve
others, and help with optimism. Examples of themes in belief in yourself was stated by
Participant 5:
this same like approach or technique or resolution that is going to pay dividends in
several areas after.
Participant 1 spoke to belief in oneself:
Belief in yourself is important. I tell my teachers that come to me, and they have
I

yourself.
Participant 6 added, Just find that inner strength and you do what you have to do. Do
the right thing and make decisions to solve problems and encourage everyone else to
believe in themselves too.
Flexibility to adapt to adversity. The frequency count for the theme flexibility to
adapt to adversity was 9 out of 70 coded counts. This theme was coded for four of the
eight respondents with one artifact. The total frequency count was 13%.
The artifact was meeting notes from a COVID-19 advisory committee. The
decision-making process was very democratic and fluid allowing the changing nature of
politics and community to shape a decision. The superintendent may not have executed
their initial decision but were able to adapt to the new mandates and public response
while decisively creating an education program.
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Participants explained that not everything needs to be perfect to succeed.
Situations occur where flexibility and adaptation is required when situations change
quickly. It is better to have active optimism and have a long-term memory. Participant 5
explained,
I have a short-term memory on failure but a long-term memory to bounce back
from challenges. I tend to wrestle with challenges and not forget. So, it helps me
recategorize something or to process or reprocess similar situation in another way.
Participant 4 stated,
You realize that not every decision has to be perfect. The ship has to keep
moving and there is always going to be an opportunity to readjust. There is

reflect and refine.
Participant 1 added, You get situations where you need to be flexible and adapt to
whatever is changing in the situation.
Tenacity to complete tasks. The frequency count for the theme tenacity to
complete tasks was 7 out of 70 coded counts. This theme was coded for five of the eight
respondents with one artifact. The total frequency count was 10%.
The artifact shared was a staff meeting agenda. On the agenda was the vision and
mission of the district and different initiatives relating to student achievement such as
reading programs. Goals, timeline, and follow-up meetings were present on the
document as well providing evidence that the rural superintendent utilized a team to
relentlessly accomplish their goals.
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Respondents touched on their guilt of being too tenacious. However, they
believed that tenacity aided in their personal resilience. For example, Participant 7 stated,
I like to lead from
the shadows a bit. I like to be with kids as much as possible which helps because
I will do my work at home and not have that good balance. There is no other
option. I have to be the one to keep going and keep being the one that shows the
teachers that we got this and we can do this.
Participant 2 stated that tenacity sometimes jeopardizes health
healthy to build resilience, but I do struggle with self-care. I get here by 7 a m. in the
p.m. at night.

Participant 1

I think when your tenacious you have a complete detailed
thought out plan that you doggedly stick to and see it through. It usually works out if you
are relentless enough.
Combined Data for the Central Question on Resilience
After analyzing the six individual research subquestion coded data, the data
were combined into the top five similar themes from the research subquestions. These
strategies were further coded outside the subquestion into super themes to help support
the central research question. Combining similar t
resulted in a total of 371 coded themes. The top five strategies are shown in Table 8.
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Table 8
Top Strategies Rural Superintendents Use to Maintain Personal Resiliency
Top strategic themes referenced for resilience

Times referenced

%

168

45%

Relying on your noble purpose or why

72

20%

Emotional stability influences your surroundings

50

13%

Positive attitude (optimism, hope, belief)

45

12%

Previous success and experience beat adversity

36

10%

371

100%

Interpersonal support to bounce back from adversity

Grand total

Summary
The purpose of this exploratory phenomenological study was to identify and
describe the strategies used by exemplary rural superintendents to maintain personal
resiliency based on Everly

five factors of personal resilience (active

optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless tenacity, interpersonal support). A
central research question encompassing six subquestions was utilized to answer what
strategies can maintain the five factors of personal resilience. Coded data were collected
from eight respondents creating the strategies complied into one section on Table 9.
These strategies were further coded outside the subquestion into super themes to

subquestions resulted in a total of 371 coded themes. The top five strategies are shown in
Figure 3.
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Table 9
Strategies Rural Superintendents Use to Maintain Personal Resiliency
Participants
Resilience/strategies
Active optimism
Building relationships with staff
Defining their why (noble purpose)
Influencing stakeholder attitudes through
contagious optimism
Exude hope with staff and self
Remaining calm in the face of adversity
Acknowledging previous success builds
future success
Foster a shared mission/vision with people
around you
Total
Decisive action
Taking responsibility for the difficult
decisions
Communication to stakeholders before and
after decisions
Defining our why (noble purpose)
determines the decision
Analyzing data to make a decision
Belief in oneself
Learning from past situations
Building trusting relationships
Flexible and adaptable decisions
Total
Moral compass
Doing the right thing promotes a clear
conscience
Interpersonal moral support
Aligning your why (noble purpose), with
your moral compass
Identifying immoral situations and taking
action
Communicating moral and immoral actions
Total
Relentless tenacity
Keeping high standards on your why (noble
purpose)
Setting goals to complete
Tenacity is based on your moral compass
Failure mindset is not an option
Utilizing a team to be persistent
Take risks with the possibility of defeat
Total

P1

P2

P3

P4

P5

P6

P7

P8

Total
references

4
0

0
1

0
5

0
1

2
2

0
3

5
2

7
3

18
17

0

5

2

0

0

2

2

2

13

3
4

1
0

1
3

2
3

1
0

2
0

0
0

1
0

11
10

0

0

2

2

3

1

0

1

9

0

0

2

1

0

0

1

3

7
85

3

2

2

2

3

1

0

2

15

0

4

0

2

4

1

2

0

13

0

1

1

2

0

2

2

5

13

2
1
4
1
1

1
0
0
0
1

1
1
0
1
0

3
0
0
1
0

0
1
2
0
2

1
0
0
0
0

2
0
0
1
0

2
3

12
6
6
5
4
74

2

2

2

0

1

2

2

2

13

3

1

1

2

2

1

0

3

13

0

0

1

2

1

1

5

3

13

0

2

2

0

2

1

1

1

9

0

1

0

1

2

2

0

0

6
54

2

2

1

2

2

4

4

1

18

0
1
1
0
0

0
2
0
0
0

1
0
0
0
2

2
2
1
0
0

1
1
1
0
2

0
2
0
1
0

1
1
3
3
0

4
0
1
3
0

9
9
7
7
4
54
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Table 9 (continued)
Resilience/strategies

P1

P2

P3

P4

P5

Participants
P6
P7

Interpersonal support
Develop relationships by making time for
correspondence
Using support to bounce back after adversity
Develop relationships through common purpose
Develop relationships by displaying feelings
Feeling part of a larger team
Develop relationships with staff outside a professional
environment
Develop relationships over shared adversity
Develop relationships by eating and drinking together
Total
Personal resilience
Previous success builds confidence to beat adversity
Defining your personal why in the service of others
Interpersonal support provides confidence to succeed
Belief in yourself to succeed
Flexibility to adapt to adversity
Tenacity to complete tasks
Destress at home through food and drink
Total

P8

Total references

2

2

1

1

2

0

2

2

12

1
0
0
1

2
0
2
1

1
0
3
0

0
2
2
0

0
1
1
2

2
3
0
0

2
0
0
0

4
2
0
3

12
8
8
7

4

1

1

0

1

1

2

10

0
1

0
1

0
0

0
1

3
0

0
0

2
0

1
1

6
4
67

6
2
3
1
1
1
1

2
3
0
0
0
1
0

2
1
1
0
0
1
2

4
0
1
0
4
1
0

1
0
0
2
2
0
0

4
1
4
1
0
0
0

1
1
0
4
0
2
0

1
3
2
0
1
0
0

21
11
11
8
8
6
3
68

Total references

804

Top Themed Strategies Referenced for Resilience
Interpersonal Support

Themes

Relying on your noble purpose or why
Emotional stability
Positive Attitude (optimism, hope, belief )
Previous success and experience beat adversity
0

20

40

60

80 100 120 140 160 180

Total Frequency Count

Figure 3. Bar chart of qualitative super themes from all research questions.
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The similar themes yielded top strategies used to maintain personal resilience
from the rural superintendent respondent data. The themes were interpersonal support,
relying on your noble purpose or why, emotional stability, positive attitude (optimism,
hope, belief), and previous success and experience beat adversity.
Interpersonal support subsisted as the highest frequency theme in the study.
Interpersonal support encompasses building and maintaining successful relationships
relationships with the educational partners influencing the
organization. The resilience literature supports interpersonal networking strongly
through the compensatory model of resilience. The compensatory model is the collected
resilience as a defining factor to neutralize exposures to adverse risk (Ledesma, 2014).
Compensatory observations in resilient social support factors on the island of Hawaii
yielded a longer life span and success compared to individuals without social support
(Werner & Smith, 1982). Research has shown that promoting positive adaptation despite
adversity originates outside the individual in the family, the community, the society, the
culture, and the environment (Fleming & Ledogar, 2008).
noble purpose was also a strong theme of
importance. As rural leaders, most respondents noble purpose was in the service of
others or students. The data suggested that a purpose provided the necessary energy to
fuel other resilient factors such as active optimism, relentless tenacity, moral compass,
and decisive action. From the literature, individuals perceived leaders as effective when
they had a bias for action (Bernheim & Bodoh-Creed, 2020). Other researchers
explained that successful leaders have a desire to change things and create something that
has not been created before by encouraging the heart (Kouzes & Posner, 2007). A rural
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he protective factor model of resilience by
directly interacting with the risk factor. The protective factor reduces the probability of
an adverse effect and moderates risk exposure

). These protective factors

can neutralize the effect of adversity, weaken the adversity, or enhance the positive
impact of another protective factor (Fleming & Ledogar, 2008).
Emotional stability is another protective factor that was an additional strong
theme highlighted in the respondent data. Controlling fear, anger, embarrassment, and
eccentric emotional outbursts was important for respondents resilience. Rural leader
respondents controlled their fear when taking responsibility for difficult decisions but
also displayed important vulnerability during appropriate times to foster relationships.
Self-control was often accompanied by a high self-esteem that allowed rural
superintendents great flexibility to adapt to adversity. Emotional stability is a clear
example of a protective factor according to the literature because emotional intelligence
directly interacts with the adversity (Ledesma, 2014).
The super theme of positive attitude encompasses optimism, hope, and belief and
was strongly present in rural superintendent resilience respondent data. Being optimistic
during times of change was contagious to staff and educational partners in an
organization. Personal positive attitude and its growing organizational optimistic
accompaniment, strengthened resilient factors of relentless tenacity, active optimism,
interpersonal support, and decisive action. Respondents reported that a positive attitude
is necessary when changing course. With change comes adversity, and the literature
states that despite adversity, being realistic optimists is the most influential worldview for
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resilient leaders because they have the confidence that they can make a successful
difference to the adversity (Patterson et al., 2009).
Experience with previous success to beat adversity was the final high frequent
super theme in the study. Respondents reported that past small wins were necessary to
navigate current adversity knowing that they would get through the adversity again. Past
success also provided respondents with confidence knowing that their past actions were
successful and strengthened resilient factors such as active optimism, relentless tenacity,
and decisive action. The previous success theme in this study aligned with the literature
describing the challenge model. In the model, individuals are vulnerable to hardship, but
they can also be challenged to rebound from harm by experimenting, branching out, and
developing their own resource of self-protective behaviors (Fleming & Ledogar, 2008).
The challenge model of resiliency transpires when an individual experiences a risk factor
and it is treated as a potential enhancer of resilient adaptation

. The

organizational successes shared by the rural superintendent respondents enhanced
resilient factors.
The summative data from the qualitative inquiry yielded 41 major themes from
the 12 semistructured interview questions built from the subquestions in this study. The
themes were compressed down into five top strategies answering the central question of
the study. Chapter V provides

indings, conclusions,

implications for further action, and recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This phenomenological study explored strategies that exemplary rural
superintendents use to maintain personal resilience based on Everly

five

factors of personal resilience (active optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless
tenacity, interpersonal support). Data and artifacts were gathered and analyzed resulting
in 14 major findings and 41 resilient themed strategies. Chapter V summarizes the study
and the resulting conclusions formed based on the major findings. The conclusion of
Chapter V details the implications, recommendations for further research, and concluding
remarks and reflections.
The purpose of this exploratory phenomenological study was to identify and
describe the strategies used by exemplary rural superintendents to maintain personal
resiliency based on Everly

five factors of personal resilience (active

optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless tenacity, interpersonal support).
The central research question for this study was, What strategies do exemplary rural
superintendents use to maintain personal resiliency based on Everly

2015) five

factors of personal resilience (active optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless
tenacity, interpersonal support)? Following are the six subquestions for this study:
1. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through active
optimism?
2. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through decisive action?
3. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through achieving a
moral compass?
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4. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through relentless
tenacity?
5. How do exemplary rural superintendents remain resilient through interpersonal
support?
6. How do exemplary rural superintendents maintain personal resilience?
Eight semistructured interviews were conducted with exemplary rural
superintendents from Humboldt, Del Norte, Siskiyou, Shasta, and Trinity counties
because these counties are the lowest population density cluster of counties unique to
Northern California. For this research, exemplary rural superintendents are defined as
those leaders who are set apart from their peers, have evidence of personal resilience,
have a minimum of 5 years of experience in the position, and exhibit at least two of the
following characteristics:
Evidence of leading a successful organization
Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences
Recognition by their peers
Membership in professional associations in their field
All interviews were conducted in a virtual format utilizing zoom recording and
transcription software. Additionally, artifacts were collected from the respondents as
well as confirmation of the accuracy of the interview transcript. The interview transcript
and artifacts were coded for specific themes to each research question.
Major Findings
The objective of the study was to identify and describe the strategies exemplary
rural superintendents use to maintain resilience based on Everly
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five

factors of personal resilience (active optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless
tenacity, interpersonal support). Research questions were written for each of the five
factors and a sixth question addressed the participants experience with personal
resiliency. Chapter IV analyzed the data in depth regarding the themes discovered for
each research subquestion. This section breaks down each subquestion with the top two
findings and additionally addresses findings to the overall central question on personal
resilience. The data from Chapter II supported the major findings in conjunction with
Chapter IV data analysis.
Central Research Question
What strategies do exemplary rural superintendents use to maintain personal
resiliency based on Everly

five factors of personal resilience (active

optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless tenacity, interpersonal support)?
Major Finding 1: Rural superintendents build and maintain relationships as
the foundation for resilience. Present in all subquestions and the highest frequency
count for the theme in active optimism was the building of relationships with others in a
school, community, and personal network. General responses for the highest frequent
theme included the need to build relationships with staff to stay actively optimistic
through adversity. As a rural school leader, participants discussed how small rural staff
allows for greater humanizing elements to form relationships based on trust. Other
participants explained that active optimism comes directly from the creation of
relationships made by overcoming challenges and the helpful support during the
adversity. This finding is congruent with the literature from Werner and Smith
compensatory resilience and Patterson et al.
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On the

Hawaiian Islands, a resilient social support factor yielded a longer life span and success
compared to individuals without social support (Werner & Smith, 1982). Echoing
Werner and Smith

et al. (2009) highlighted the build-up of

relations: The skill set becomes useless, if leaders do not actively take the steps
73).
Half of the respondents utilized family members outside of their organization and
half utilized the important teams within their organization. Rural leaders wear many hats
that may add additional dimensions of adversity. Finding resilience from interpersonal
support strengthens the ability of a rural superintendent to endure.
The rural superintendents utilized their skills of communication to build an
interpersonal support safety net. Many examples displayed how respondents utilize quick
check-in and check-outs with staff members. Some even meet off campus with staff for
food and drinks. Exemplary rural superintendents invested time in developing these
interpersonal relationships knowing the importance of their effect on resiliency capacity
during times of adversity. In the literature, research has highlighted the importance of
social cognitive functions vital to resilience factors such as stress-buffering, feeling
accepted by others, coping, and mood (Payne et al., 2012).
Six participants spoke to this theme and relied on interpersonal support to bounce
back from adversity. However, interpersonal support had to be built prior to adversity or
challenge. These relationships and support were invaluable to the leaders to be able to
bounce back from adversity. A kind word from a coworker, peer, or family member

superintendent to move on. Respondents cited venting, honesty, advice, and having their
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back as particular attributes that help with bouncing back. The desire and capacity for
bonding to others, communication, and support are ways educational leaders can remain
resilient over time (Henderson & Milstein, 2003).
Major Finding 2: Rural superintendents have a defined why or noble
purpose. All rural exemplary superintendents expressed their noble purpose as fuel to
keep leading and building resilience in Everly et al

(2015) five factors of personal

resilience. This theme was referenced 72 times throughout the interview questions and
was one of the top strategic themes to maintain personal resiliency. This theme was
heavily referenced as a strategy for decisive action, relentless tenacity, personal
resiliency, and moral compass.
The participants in the study
the service of others, bouncing back from challenges is achievable. The main story the
exemplary rural superintendents told explained how the service of students allows these
rural leaders to accept responsibility for tough decisions. Other examples of serving are
in the community, staff, or stakeholders. The serving of others provides energy to the
rural superintendents to keep going, even in the presence of adversity. Everly et al.
(2015) stated t
well-

s personal health and resilience (p. 155).
The highest frequency count for relentless tenacity and the second highest

frequency count for active optimism were defi
noble purpose for their career. Defining your why was present and a high frequency
count in all subquestions. Even when developing interpersonal support, respondents
reported that relationships can occur through a common why or purpose. The majority of
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and the
service to others. As a rural school leader, many cited COVID-19 as the driving
adversity that called for them to define their why and stay optimistic toward the future.
-19
to enter into their being because based on their noble purpose, there is no other choice but
to have students succeed.
al. (2009) value-driven leader in the leadership resilience profile.
Major Finding 3: Rural superintendents demonstrate emotional self-control
to support decisive action. Emotional stability factors had the largest frequency count
for the decisive action subquestion, and the factors were also elevated throughout the rest
of the subquestions. For example, respondents reported that taking responsibility for
difficult decisions helped promote decisive action. The fear, anger, and egotistical
emotional drivers have to be controlled when taking responsibility for failures and
difficult decisions. General responses for this theme included examples of leaders taking
ownership for bad decisions and taking ownership through transparent decision-making.
Some of the exemplary leaders shared that they do not like to take credit for positive
actions that result in positive results but instead shift it to the team or individual staff
members. In the literature, decisive action is a much sought-after characteristic for voter
preference even though speed could result in either a good or bad results (Bernheim &
Bodoh-Creed, 2020).
Emotional control was also important throughout the remaining research
subquestions of personal resilience. All rural exemplary superintendents referenced
emotional stability to maintain personal resiliency. Remaining calm in the face of
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adversity, being adaptable to organizational change and changing situations, not having
an ego when accepting responsibility for failures, or praising others for success was an
important strategy for the factors of resilience. Emotional control aided in active
optimism, decisive action, moral compass, and personal resilience. This aligns with the

personality and management techniques they may employ or how well they function as a
role model imitated by others (Paustian, 2011). This theme was referenced 50 times
throughout the interview questions that recorded 13% of the top strategies used to
maintain personal resiliency.
Major Finding 4: Rural superintendents promote a positive attitude with
optimism, hope, and belief. Promoting and expressing a positive attitude was
referenced 45 times throughout the interview questions with 12% of the top strategies
used to maintain personal resiliency. Respondents reported that optimism was contagious
for stakeholders and aided in active optimism, decisive action, relentless tenacity, and
personal resilience. Positive attitude was described as optimism, hope, and belief that
was inherent in the rural superintendent or shared with stakeholders within the rural
school district. Respondents believed that failure is not an option, and a positive attitude
with hope and belief that one will succeed and do the right thing strengthens emotional
control as well. With change comes adversity, and the literature states that despite
adversity, being realistic optimists is the most influential worldview for resilient leaders
because they have the confidence that they can make a successful difference to the
adversity (Patterson et al., 2009).
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Major Finding 5: Rural superintendents recognized past success and
experiences as resilience factors. Respondents claim that experiencing previous success
was an essential strategy for active optimism, decisive action, and personal resilience.
The theme was coded a total of 36 times throughout all research questions. Respondents
were able to identify past experiences with adversity and the resilience assessment to
succeed in later adversity, similar to the literature on the challenge model. In

identifying the life experience, in-depth resilience assessment, and insight into the result
of the life disruption.
The participant themes all agreed that previous success builds confidence to face
the next challenge. The stories that exemplary rural superintendents told explained how
accomplishing something out of a crisis could create confidence to confront the next one.
Experiencing adversity and being able to successfully navigate it in the rural
superintendent s past allows present success with adversity. The literature on the
challenge model heavily supports this strategy to build personal resilience. However, if
an individual undergoes too much stress, the result will prevent resiliency (Rutter, 1987).
Rutter (1987) argued that actively engaging in adversity develops resilience.
Unexpected Findings on Relationships
There was one unexpected finding from this research study. The data led to a
surprising discovery from the overwhelming response to how relationships are
foundational to rural superintendents resiliency. When the data related to relationships
were combined throughout the entire interview questions, all respondents touched on
interpersonal support multiple times for a grand total of 168 counts. Grouping together
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the top five themes, interpersonal relationships accounted for 45% of recorded top theme
data. Interpersonal support was the highest overall theme in the study. The development,
maintenance, and utilization of interpersonal support to maintain personal resiliency are
important throughout Everly et al. (2015) five factors of personal resilience as reported
from the exemplary rural superintendents. There is also convergence in the biological
literature of Harris (2017) stating that the solution to healing the long-term effects of
adversity is supportive relationships. Moreover, the seminal resilience study from
Werner and Smith (1982) demonstrated that social support was a resilience factor that
yielded a longer life span and success compared to others without social support.
Conclusions
The findings of this study were used to form conclusions on what strategies are
used by exemplary rural superintendents to maintain personal resiliency based on Everly
five factors of personal resilience (active optimism, decisive action, moral
compass, relentless tenacity, interpersonal support). The following conclusions strongly
align with the literature review in Chapter II and the data collection in Chapter IV.
A significant theme in the literature review stated that resilience variables are not
necessarily inherited but can be attained through experience and interpersonal support
(Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005). Experience and interpersonal support strongly align with
Conclusion 1 and Conclusion 5. Moreover, the literature matrix (Appendix A) trends
suggest multiple resilience concepts working in conjunction. The following conclusions
work in conjunction as well:
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Conclusion 1: Rural School Superintendents Who Build Relationships and Utilize
Interpersonal Networks Maintain Personal Resiliency and Prevent Burnout
Based on the findings and the literature review, the researcher concluded that
rural school superintendents build relationships and utilize interpersonal networks to
maintain personal resiliency during times of adversity and the buildup of other resilience
factors. It can be further concluded that rural superintendents must develop relationships
with shared noble purpose, maintain relationships with routine communication, help
others, and utilize interpersonal support because it is the most robust resilient strategy and
the earliest studied resilient foundational concept in the literature. These relationships are
incorporated within the school organization and outside the organization to assist in the
rural superintendent resiliency network. Interpersonal support is one of the greatest
resilience strategies for active optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless
tenacity, and general personal resilience. Without an interpersonal network, a rural
esilience factors will diminish and increase career dissatisfaction and
burnout.
This conclusion is supported by early literature from the 19th century on the risk
factor model that looked at the negative interpersonal support of children resulting in
maladapted behavior in children because of outside child abuse from other people
(Snyder & Lopez, 2009). Werner and Smith (1982) built upon these early studies in
1955, looking at the positives of interpersonal support supporting resilience in children
developing the compensatory model. Interpersonal support is clearly essential for
resilience and, further, important in developing the other five resilience factors in this
study's framework.
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Conclusion 2: Rural School Superintendents Rely on Their Noble Purpose of
Service to Others to Fuel Personal Resilience Factors
Based on the finding that rural school superintendents rely on their noble purpose
for personal resilience and the review of literature, the researcher concluded that aligning
noble purpose in the service of students, school, and community is energized to fuel
other factors of resilience and provide energy to bounce back from adversity in the
organization. If a purpose is in the service of self instead of others, the superintendent
will not have the energy to strengthen resilient factors of relationships, relentless tenacity,
and moral compass resulting in lowered tenure. The literature suggests that

why

and personal reflection are protective factors that can reduce the probability of an adverse
effect and moderate risk exposure (O'Leary, 1998). Additionally, protective factors can
neutralize the impact of adversity, weaken the adversity, or enhance the positive effects
of another protective factor of adversity (Fleming & Ledogar, 2008). Rural
superintendents can utilize their reflections on why they are doing their job to neutralize
adversity and build other resilience factors. A noble purpose is the energy needed for
resilience in rural leadership and further strengthens the relationships of interpersonal
support when developing a shared visions and mission of rural school success.
Conclusion 3: Rural Superintendents Who Influence Their Organizations Through
Emotional Stability Will Promote a Thriving Environment That Navigates
Adversity
Based on the findings
organization and surroundings through decisively navigating adversity, the researcher
concluded that rural superintendents must take responsibility for difficult decisions by
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controlling fear, anger, and egotistical emotional drivers that occur during failures and
difficult decisions. Remaining calm in the face of adversity, being adaptable to
organizational change and changing situations, not having an ego when accepting
responsibility for failures, or praising others for success is an important strategy for the
factors of resilience. Emotional control aids in active optimism, decisive action, moral
compass, and personal resilience. It can be further concluded that emotional stability is a
necessary strategy to build rural superintendents interpersonal support and promote a
thriving environment navigating through adversity.
According to Paustian (2011), emotional systems are far more important than the
personality and management techniques a leader employs or how well they function as a
role model imitated by others. Patterson et al. s (2009) leadership resilience profile
highlights how a leader s emotions interact with the emotional systems within an
organization. Rural superintendents need to remain calm in the presence of adversity,
limit their ego by celebrating others, accept responsibility for failures, and be flexible
with goals as emphasized by Northern California rural exemplary superintendents.
Conclusion 4: Rural School Superintendents Promote a Positive Attitude to
Maintain Personal Resiliency During Adversity
Based on the findings and the review of literature, the researcher affirmed that
positive attitude is a strategy to maintain personal resiliency, and it can be concluded that
rural superintendents need to promote a positive attitude in themselves and outward in
their organization to bounce back from adversity and to aid in the unification of goals and
actions in an organization. Without a positive hope or belief, that adversity will subside,
or an organizational change will be for the better, a rural superintendent will lose the
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confidence of all stakeholders, degrade their support network, and decrease goal
accomplishment. Respondent data strongly suggested that optimism is contagious as well
as the hope and belief that students, staff, and a small rural community can succeed. The
literature connects the self-fulfilling prophecy with optimism suggesting that the more
success a person has, the better the future outcomes because the person has created a
prophecy of success (Everly et al., 2015). However, the literature warns that realistic
optimism is necessary because individuals cannot deny the constraints posed by reality or
suffer the opposite effects (Collins, 2007; Patterson et al., 2009). The data from rural
superintendents suggest that a failure mindset is not possible. Hope, belief, and optimism
are necessary for resilience and promoting shared visions.
Conclusion 5: Rural Superintendents Who Experience Previous Success to Maintain
Personal Resiliency Have Confidence That Adversity Will Pass
Based on the findings and the literature review, the researcher concludes that
experiencing previous success is a strategy to maintain personal resiliency, and it can be
further concluded that exemplary rural superintendents need to build on small wins with
success and not have overpowering failures on the job to continue resilience and maintain
a long career. Without small success and experience, a superintendent

e will drop

and job satisfaction will decrease resulting in resignation or layoff. Respondents were
able to identify experiences with adversity and the resilience assessment to succeed in
later adversity, similar to the literature on the challenge model. The literature on the
challenge model heavily supports this strategy to build personal resilience. However, if
an individual undergoes too much stress, the result will prevent resiliency (Rutter, 1987).
Rutter (1987) argued that actively engaging in adversity develops resilience.
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The stories that exemplary rural superintendents told explained how
accomplishing something out of a crisis can move a leader confidently to the next one.
Experiencing adversity and being able to navigate the rural superintendent s past
successfully allows present success with adversity. Moreover, observers of the
superintendent will admire the confidence and resulting success and further contribute to
the interpersonal support of the superintendency resulting in the strengthening of other
resilient factors.
Implications for Action
The following implications are based on the conclusions from the study. Each
conclusion offers recommendations on rural superintendent resilience. Just as there are
multiple parts in resilience, these recommendations need the community, organization,
and government to strengthen resilience. Although these resilience strategies highlight
rural superintendents, resilience is an essential multifaceted trait important to all people.
The methods discovered in this study should be taught and integrated early in childhood
development and organizational leadership.
Implication 1: Interpersonal Support Development
Based on the finding that interpersonal support is a basis of resilience and the
conclusion that interpersonal support prevents rural leader burnout, courses, seminars,
and professional development need to be developed to highlight the importance of
interpersonal professional networks. Gatherings must be created to include rural leaders
toward strengthening a robust interpersonal support network. Many leaders have tunnel
vision and work in isolation because of their limited social network within their own
school district. Yearly grants and funding need to be created for professional
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development outside a rural community to collaborate and build professional connections
with other superintendents.
Additionally, organizations like the Association of California School
A
aid rural areas. Rural budgets cannot afford to go to conferences outside their county of
origin, further limiting rural superintendent success. Rural communities are often closeknit communities that do not like outsiders. The everyone knows everyone else can
provide strengths and weaknesses. If a community hires a new superintendent who did
not grow up in the area, its interpersonal support network will be minimal requiring
outside help. ACSA and other state administrative organizations will have to provide
better and easier access to communicate, participate, and collaborate with other state
members.
Specific examples of interpersonal support and development are a mixture of
virtual and in-person gatherings designed for rural leaders to communicate, collaborate,
and analyze problems of practice within their districts. Larger county offices can create
professional learning communities limited to rural superintendents to meet monthly to
share best practices and solutions to rural issues. Moreover, rural superintendents should
also attend one or more yearly statewide professional collaborations to share best
practices with other in-state superintendents. The state and county events should also
hold leisure activities to build a deeper rapport outside the educational environment to
strengthen trust and support network communication in the future.
Rural communities need educational leaders to develop an interpersonal support
network during the administrative credential program and when clearing the credential.
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Future leaders should have people to call for any situation that may arise on the job of
superintendent. This support network does not have to be only in the community but
could be in a distance format to help outside rural superintendents.
Implication 2: Noble Purpose Development
Based on the finding and conclusion that a noble purpose fuels resilience, further
measures need to be made to assess educational leaders noble purpose throughout their
journey to the superintendency. Personal reflective practices need to be commonplace in
teacher and administrative credential programs throughout government credential
programs. The development of personal reflective practices will strengthen
superintendent noble purpose and development. In addition, reflections on personal
hy need to increase on K-12 education, college, and educator induction programs. In
addition, individuals need a forum for which to discuss their noble purpose and align and
sharpen their why.
During monthly professional learning communities of superintendents, agendas
need to be occasionally limited to develop a noble purpose instead of politics, board of
director problems, and state implementations. Superintendents must be able to forget
their district s problems and discuss how they will support their students, what they will
do, and what they see their students or themselves being in the future. Contributions
must be made by all superintendents in the learning community
The model from the UMass Global doctorate in education devotes time to
developing a leader s noble purpose and a forum to share and discuss. However, this
never occurred in this researcher s educational journey through a m

bachelor s,

diploma, or credential program. Noble purpose reflection, sharing, and discussion need
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to be embedded in all preparation curriculums for a particular career or goal. This study
displayed that noble purpose is the energy that drives individuals and prevents adversity
from stopping their goals. An organization s why attracts clients and stakeholders to
interactively participate and further strengthens other resilient factors going forward.
Implication 3: Emotional Stability Development
It is recommended that emotional stability training be integrated into K-12
curriculum for better resilient practices and general success in life. It is a skill that can be
learned and practiced for a multitude of disciplines. Additionally, teacher and
administrative preparation programs will integrate emotional intelligence programs to
create personal emotional goals and progress monitoring to explore improvement. If
implemented, by the time an individual is a rural leader, this could be a natural
personality attribute to aid resilience and organizational leadership.
Emotional stability is becoming more critical in leaders, educators, and the
promotion of resilience. Emotional stability is popularly becoming emotional
intelligence or EQ (Bradberry et al., 2009). Emotional intelligence is a necessary skill
and something to practice starting at a young age. The early intervention practices of
emotional stability learning would further promote stronger resilient superintendents.
Implication 4: Positive Attitude Development
Based on the importance of positive attitude in the rural workplace, rural
superintendents will need yearly or biyearly mental health screenings and be afforded
counseling and other services to promote resilience to succeed in living endeavors. Like
interpersonal support, a positive attitude aids with the other resilience factors and can
garner more resilience. However, adverse mental health and pessimism decrease resilient
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factors. It is essential to work on personal mental health to strengthen resiliency and
leadership skills.
A genuine positive attitude is fostered by strong mental health and strong personal
resilience. Many people struggle with mental health that can affect their mood and
success as a leader. For example, adverse childhood experiences (ACE) can carry
themselves into negative physical and mental health outcomes as an adult (Harris, 2017).
ACE screening needs to be conducted yearly for K-12 education, and scores should
correspond to appropriate resilience interventions to reduce the toxic side effects of
childhood trauma. Diagnoses and intervention would provide hope, belief, and optimism
to many K-12 students carrying over into adulthood as a prospective rural superintendent.
Implication 5: Success and Experience Is Needed
Based on the finding that success and experience is needed, new rural
superintendents need a safety net and to be able to experience small wins through
adversity. However, once someone gets to that position, the coaching has already
stopped because that person may have been a principal for quite some time. The county
office of education should provide first- and second-year superintendents with
interpersonal support coaches to aid in small successes and wins as a new superintendent.
Additionally, shadowing programs need to be created to allow a new rural superintendent
to follow an exemplary superintendent going through a crisis situation in their
organization and experience the successful resolution vicariously to build internal
confidence.
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Recommendations for Further Research
Recommendation 1
It is recommended that this study be replicated with other populations for
superintendent resilience, particularly the urban and suburban counterparts. This will
determine if there were differences and similarities in target populations experience with
resilience and if a rural setting truly has a different effect on the strategies of resilience.
Recommendation 2
It is recommended that this study be replicated with other educational leaders
such as principals. It will be beneficial to see if the results are similar to promote a
universal educational leadership resilience curriculum for educational administrators.
Recommendation 3
Interpersonal support was a strong theme in this research. It is recommended to
conduct a quantitative or mixed methods study to examine individual strategies to
develop, maintain, and utilize interpersonal support in varying educational target
populations. The study will help explore differences in interpersonal relationships among
populations or similarities.
Recommendation 4
It is recommended that a quantitative analysis surveying large populations of
superintendent resilience utilizing the strategies from the subquestions from this study be
done. The data will provide a hierarchy of strategy that superintendents use to maintain
resiliency.
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Recommendation 5
It is recommended that a mixed methods study examining types of adversity that
affect rural areas, suburban areas, and urban areas be conducted. Types of adversity will
be identified through qualitative interviews followed up by survey data to the respected
populations to see if there are differences in adversity.
Recommendation 6
It is recommended that a longitudinal study be conducted examining new
superintendent success moving toward exemplary superintendent success. Data will be
able to look at factors of retention and truly see if the lack of success or small wins has a
role in retention of a superintendent.
Recommendation 7
A study answering if childhood adversity affects leadership resilience could be
conducted. Superintendents can take the adverse childhood experience survey and
correlate their scores with leadership successes. This research will determine if
childhood adversity affects resilience in leadership for the future.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
The examination of the systems of inequalities of rural schools has been a
continued observation for over 100 years. Rural superintendents have additional
challenges that can set them apart from suburban and urban superintendents, such as
limited administration, funding, teachers, and technology (Labs, 2019). These
inequalities can be transferred to the students they serve unless great superintendents can
be retained to provide exemplary leadership and guidance out of one of the most
considerable systemic inequalities that have continued through time. Resilience is a
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necessity for the elevated adversity a rural community experiences, especially during a
world pandemic.
Superintendent adversity has continued to increase, especially with the many
changes brought forth by the COVID-19 pandemic. Strong, historically resilient veteran
superintendents were tested as they navigated a completely new situation that changed
quickly worldwide. The data collected from rural superintendents came at an opportune
time because all were dealing with current adversity due to the pandemic.
The literature review and data gathered connected
conclusions. Factors of resilience shown in the literature review worked in conjunction
like instruments in a symphony. Although a moral compass is not explicitly stated in the
conclusions, it is necessary for other factors such as decisive action, interpersonal
support, relentless tenacity, and active optimism. The holistic nature of leadership,
exemplary rural characteristics, and resilience work together to build a successful
superintendent. The strategies identified in this study will benefit resilience literature and
provide suggestions for the preparation of future rural superintendents.
The focus on resilience and rural communities stems from my relocation from
Sacramento, California, to Humboldt County in Northern California. Known for its large
illegal cannabis trade before state legalization, Humboldt County left a wake of
childhood trauma due to the black-market drug business of cannabis. Humboldt County
has the most significant childhood trauma in the state (Arledge, 2017). As an educator, I
began to research how to reverse the toxic side effects of trauma, finding that resilience
could be the antidote. However, rural leaders need to be experts on resilience to transmit
that knowledge throughout the community. Therefore, the opportunity to participate in a
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thematic study on resilience was appropriate for me to fulfill my purpose as a resilient
leader.
As a rural leader, this dissertation journey during the COVID-19 pandemic was
grueling. In the midst of countless unprecedented state regulations, reports, spending
plans, COVID politics, and action plans, I had to solicit other rural leaders to participate
in this resilience study. I was thankful for the individuals who were also battling
COVID-19 adversity within their districts to share the time that could be spent elsewhere
on the pandemic. I found the interviews and thoughts of the exemplary rural leaders
refreshing, allowing me to gain insight into where I want to go into my career and how
important resilience is to the profession.
Resilience is not only crucial to a leader but the entire world. After this study, I
observe all actions through a resilience lens, allowing me to be a better father, citizen,
teacher, and leader. Adversity occurs everywhere. In the home, community, work,
leisure, learning, sports, art, science, and dissertation writing. I have found that the five
factors of personal resilience, and the findings in this study can be transcribed and
utilized in any adverse endeavor.
The literature review and the data collected for this resilience study will be
invaluable to me and other educational leaders looking for strategies for success as a rural
superintendent and a possible jumping-off point for overall resilience tactics. Further
resilience studies will be conducted throughout the education realm down to the student
level to create better access and equality for all people. The study of resilience also
comes with the study of adversity. The more we identify hidden avenues of adversity, we
can remove those avenues and add more resilience tools for every individual.
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APPENDIX B
Superintendents Nomination Email
Dear County Superintendent ____________________,
I am a principal in Humboldt County and an active doctoral student at Brandman
University. I would greatly appreciate your assistance. I am part of a thematic dissertation
group of 2 peer researchers guided by two faculty members that is studying exemplary
leaders who demonstrate resilience. The purpose of my phenomenological research study
is to identify and describe the strategies used by exemplary rural superintendents to
maintain personal resiliency base
Personal Resilience (active optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless tenacity,
interpersonal support) (Everly et al., 2015). Participants may experience minimal risk
during the in-person interview and all personal and professional information including
school site and district will be kept confidential.
To complete the study, I need your help identify potential superintendent candidates to
participate in one one-hour interview, be observed in the workplace, and provide artifacts
of their exemplary leadership. Exemplary leaders are defined as those who are set apart
from their peers, have evidence of personal resilience, a minimum of five years of
experience in the position and that exhibit at least two of the following characteristics:
1.
Evidence of leading a successful organization
2.
Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences
3.
Recognition by their peers
4.
Membership in professional associations in their field

If you could respond with a list rural superintendent names, emails, and phone numbers,
or even send a quick email introducing me to the potential candidates I would be very
grateful. I am contacting all County Superintendents in Humboldt, Del Norte, Trinity,
and Shasta County and would like to include exemplary superintendents from your
county in this study.
Thanks, in advance, for your time and consideration.
Kind regards,
Silas Radcliffe
Doctoral Candidate, Brandman University
Principal, Pacific View Charter
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Participants Email
Exemplary Rural Unified School Superintendent,
University in the Department of Organizational Leadership. I am part of a thematic dissertation
team conducting research to determine what strategies are used by exemplary leaders to maintain
personal resilience. This letter serves as an invitation for you to participate in a research study.
Participation Criterion: Exemplary leaders are defined as those who are set apart from their
peers, have evidence of personal resilience, a minimum of five years of experience in the position
and that exhibit at least two of the following characteristics:
1.
Evidence of leading a successful organization
2.
Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences
3.
Recognition by their peers
4.
Membership in professional associations in their field
Purpose: The purpose of this exploratory phenomenological study is to identify and describe the
strategies used by rural exemplary superintendents to maintain personal resiliency based on
imism, decisive
action, moral compass, relentless tenacity, interpersonal support).
Procedures: If you choose to participate in this study, you will be invited to participate in a oneon-one interview conducted on Zoom. I will ask a series of questions designed to allow you to
share your experience as an exemplary rural superintendent in a unified school district. The
interviews will be recorded for transcription purposes.
Risk, Inconveniences, and discomforts: There are no major risks to your participation in this
research study. The interview will be at a time and place, which is convenient for you.
Potential Benefits: There are no major benefits to you for participating; nonetheless, a potential
benefit may be that you will have an opportunity to identify strategies superintendents use to
develop and maintain personal resilience. The information in the study is intended to inform
researchers and leaders about strategies to support personal resilience which in these turbulent
times will support the success and longevity of rural superintendents.
Anonymity: If you agree to participate in the survey and interview, you can be assured that it
will be completely confidential. No names will be attached to any notes or records from the
survey or interview. All information will remain in locked files, accessible only to the
researchers. No employer will have access to the interview information. You will be free to stop
the survey or interview and withdraw from the study at any time. You are also encouraged to ask
any questions that will help you understand how this study will be performed and/or how it will
affect you. Feel free to contact the principal investigator, Silas Gaussoin-Radcliffe at
gaus7201@mail.brandman.edu or by phone at (530) 680-7637 or Dr. Cindy Petersen
(Dissertation Chair) at cpeterse@brandman.edu, to answer any questions or concerns you
may have. If you have questions, comments, or concerns about the study or your rights as a
participant, you may write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs,
UMASS Global, at 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine CA 92618, 949-341-7641.
Sincerely,
Silas Gaussoin-Radcliffe
Doctoral Candidate, Ed.D.
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APPENDIX C
Thematic Interview Protocol Template
Introduction
My name is Silas Radcliffe and I serve as a principal for Pacific View Charter School in
Organizational Leadership.
to identify and describe the strategies used by exemplary rural superintendents to develop
and maintain personal resiliency.
I want to thank you for expressing your agreement to participate in this interview on
personal resilience. This interview is intended to explore further information and provide
depth to the research on resilience.
As a leader of a rural district, you are responsible for managing stressors, addressing
emerging crises, and serving your community with stability and sustainability. The
purpose of this exploratory phenomenological study is to identify and describe the
strategies used by rural executive superintendents to develop and maintain personal
Resilience. Those five leadership factors are: active optimism, decisive action, moral
compass, relentless tenacity, interpersonal support. During this interview, please feel free
to refer to the document sent to you by e-mail that gives specific descriptions of these
factors.
I am conducting 8 interviews with leaders like you. The information you give, along
with the information provided by others, hopefully will provide strategies that exemplary
leaders, such as yourself, have identified to develop and maintain personal resiliency that
will add to the body of research currently available.
Incidentally, even though it appears a bit awkward, I will be reading most of what I say.
The reason for this to guarantee, as much as possible, that my interviews with all
participating exemplary leaders will be conducted in the same manner.
Informed Consent
Did you receive and read the Informed Consent? For ease of our discussion and
accuracy, I will record our conversation as indicated in the Informed Consent. Do I have
permission to begin the audio/video recording?
I would like to remind you any information that is obtained in connection to this study
will remain confidential. All of the data will be reported without reference to any
individual(s) or any institution(s). After I record and transcribe the data, I will send it to
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you via electronic mail so that you can check to make sure that I have accurately captured
your thoughts and ideas
Did you receive and read the UMass Bill of Rights in addition to the Informed Consent I
sent you via email and do you agree to participate in this research? I need to hear your
affirmative answer so it is recorded as confirmation of consent to participate. Do you
have any questions or need clarification about either document?
We have scheduled an hour for the interview. At any point during the interview, you
may ask that I skip a particular question or stop the interview altogether.
for your time.
Interview Questions
Active Optimism. Expecting the best possible outcome and believing one can enact
positive change in the face of adversity. (Everly et al., 2015; Harrison & Westwood,
2009; Patterson et al., 2009; Scheier & Carver, 1985).
1. How do you develop and maintain optimism when faced with extreme adversity?
Optional probe: Can you give me an example about how this was important to
you as a leader.
2. How does your optimism lead to positive change in your organization?
Optional probe: Can you tell me a story of when your optimism led to positive
change?
Decisive Action. Changing course, with confidence and responsibility, to achieve the
best results from changing circumstances. (Everly et al., 2015; Patterson et al., 2009;
Raisor, 2011).
organization?
Optional probe: Can you tell me a story of when your confidence was necessary
to change course?
2. How do you take responsibility for the difficult decisions you make in your
organization?
Optional probe: Can you give me a specific example?
Moral Compass. An inner sense, composed of honor, integrity, responsibility, and
fidelity, which guides leadership behavior. (Everly et al., 2015; Larsen & Derrington,
2012; Patterson et al., 2009).
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1. How does a moral compass support you maintaining personal resilience?
Optional probe: Can you share a time when your honor and integrity guided you
through an organization crisis?
2. How do you rely on your personal values to remain resilient?
Optional probe: Tell me about a time it was essential for you to call on your
values to resolve a difficult problem.
Relentless Tenacity. A purposeful
when an individual exhibits steady persistence during times of adversity (Everly et al.,
2015; Patterson et al., 2009).
1. How do you remain tenacious in your leadership in the face of adversity?
Optional probe: Could you give me an example?
2. Please share a time when you felt you were relentless with a purposeful course of
action for your organization.
Optional probe: How did your core values influence your course of action?
Interpersonal Support. The commitment among members to willingly contribute to one
another and the collective well-being during times of distress (Everly et al., 2015;
Patterson et al., 2009; Werner & Smith, 1982).
1. How does interpersonal support provide you with the ability to bounce back in the face
of adversity?
Optional probe: Please tell me about a specific time when you relied on
interpersonal support to provide you with the ability to bounce back?
2. How do you develop relationships that support collective well-being during times of
distress?
Optional probe: Give me an example of how this impacted the culture of your
organization.
Personal Resilience. For the purposes of this study, personal resilience is defined as an
future situations.
1. How does your successful resolution to a difficult situation give you confidence to face
another crisis?
Optional probe: Tell me about a specific example.
2. According to research*, individuals have been able to develop and learn resilience as a
leader. How do you maintain personal resilience?
Optional probe: What tools and supports do you utilize to maintain personal
resilience?
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*https://www.forbes.com/sites/hillennevins/2020/03/31/staying-resilient-in-stressfultimes/?sh=39f84c7b316b
That concludes my questions. In order to research and triangulate the information for this
study, artifacts are required. In relations to resilience and what we talked about today, are
there any artifacts that would support what we talked about. I would be very grateful.
Some examples might be webpages, apps, agendas. Is there anything else that you would
like to share at this time?
Thank you very much for your time. If you like, when the results of our research are
known, I will send you a copy of my findings.
General Probes:
May be used during the interview when more information is needed and/or to expand the
conversation. These are not questions to share with the interviewee. It is best to be very
familiar with them and use in a conversational way, when appropriate, to extend answers.
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APPENDIX D
Interview Alignment Table
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APPENDIX E
UMASS Bill of Rights
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APPENDIX F
Informed Consent
Information About: Exploring Resilience in Exemplary Rural School Superintendent
Responsible Investigator: Silas Gaussoin-Radcliffe
The following will be Included in the Interview Protocol:
You are being asked to participate in a thematic research study conducted by Silas GaussoinRadcliffe, a doctoral student from Brandman University (UMass Global). The purpose of this
exploratory phenomenological study is to identify and describe the strategies used by
exemplary rural superintendents to maintain personal resiliency based on Everly, Strouse and
I understand that:
a) There are minimal risks associated with participating in this research. I understand that the

Investigators will protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying codes and research
materials in a locked file drawer that is available only to the researchers.
b) The possible benefit of this study to me is that my input may help add to the research regarding

the strategies that exemplary leaders use to create personal resiliency.
c) My participation in this research study is voluntary. I may decide to not participate in the study

and I can withdraw at any time. I can also decide not to answer particular questions during the
interview if I so choose. I understand that I may refuse to participate or may withdraw from
this study at any time without any negative consequences. In addition, the investigator may
stop the study at any time.
d) If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact Silas

Radcliffe at gaus7201@mail.umassglobal.edu or by phone at (530) 680-7637 or Dr. Cindy
Petersen (Dissertation Chair) at cpeterse@umassglobal.edu.
e) No information that identifies me will be released without my separate consent and that all

identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law. If the study design
or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be so informed and my consent re-obtained. I
understand that if I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the study or the
informed consent process, I may write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor of Academic
Affairs, Brandman University, at 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949)
341-7641.
nd understand it and hereby consent to the procedure(s) set forth.
___________________________________

___________________

Signature of Participant

Date

______________________________________

__________________

Signature of Principal Investigator

Date
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APPENDIX G
Email for Field Test
Hello,
Hope you are well!
I appreciate that you are willing to participate in this field test interview for my resilience
study. Attached you will find the most important part of our field test process, which is
the feedback forms. Please be bold in your responses so that we can refine our tool and
process. On xxx, I am hoping that <time> will work for the field test interview. Also, a
professor will be on the Zoom with us to evaluate my interviewing skills as an
Let me know if you have any questions or if you would like me to document your
responses to the field test survey validation feedback attachment.
Thank you for taking the time to support me,
Silas Radcliffe
This is the information for the actual study previously discussed:
July XX, 2021
Exemplary Rural Superintendent,
Department of Organizational Leadership.
conducting research to identify and describe the strategies are used by rural exemplary
leaders to maintain personal resiliency. This letter serves as an invitation for you to
participate in a research study.
Purpose: The purpose of this exploratory phenomenological study is to identify and
describe the strategies used by exemplary rural superintendents to maintain personal
Resilience (active optimism, decisive action, moral compass, relentless tenacity,
interpersonal support).
Procedures: If you choose to participate in this study, you will be invited to participate a
60-minute, one-on-one interview conducted on Zoom. I will ask a series of questions
designed to allow you to share your experience as an exemplary superintendent in a rural
school district.. The interview questions will assess specific strategies used to maintain
resilience. The interviews will be recorded for transcription purposes.
Risk, Inconveniences, and Discomforts: There are no major risks to your participation
in this research study. The interview will be at a time and place, which is convenient for
you.
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Potential Benefits: There are no major benefits to you for participating; nonetheless, a
potential benefit may be that you will have an opportunity to identify and describe the
strategies used by rural exemplary superintendents to maintain personal resiliency. The
information for this study is intended to inform researchers and leaders of strategies used
by exemplary leaders to work successfully with their rural district.
Anonymity: If you agree to participate in the interview, you can be assured that it will
be completely confidential. No names will be attached to any notes or records from the
interview. All information will remain in locked files, accessible only to the researchers.
No employer will have access to the interview information. You will be free to stop the
interview and withdraw from the study at any time. If you have questions, comments, or
concerns about the study or your rights as a participant, you may write or call the Office
of the Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, at 16355 Laguna
Canyon Road, Irvine CA 92618, 949-341-7641.
Sincerely,
Silas Gaussoin-Radcliffe
Doctoral Candidate, Ed.D.
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APPENDIX H
Faculty Feedback Form
Conducting interviews is a learned skill set based on experience and feedback. Gaining
valuable insight about interview skills and affect with the interview will support the
collection of data gathering when interviewing actual participant. As the interview
observer you should reflect on the questions below after the interview is finished. You
should provide independent feedback at the conclusion of the interview field test. As
observer you should take notes that will assist the interviewer to be successful in
improving their interview skills.
1. How long did the interview take? _______Did the time seem appropriate?
2. Did the interviewer communicate in a receptive, cordial, and encouraging manner?
3. Was the introduction of the interview friendly with the use of commonly understood
language?
4. How did the interviewee feel during the interview?
5. Was the interviewer prepared and relaxed during the interview?
6. Did the interviewee understand the interview questions or did they require
clarification?
7. What parts of the interview went smoothly and why?
8. What parts of the interview seem to struggle and why do you think that was the case?
9. Did the interviewer maintain objectivity and not interject value judgements or lead
the interviewee?
10. Did the interviewer take opportunity to discuss or request artifacts that support the
data gathered from the interview?
11. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would that part be and how
would you suggest changing it?
12. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process?
*Conducting interviews virtually is different than face-to-face and requires more
attention to number 2 & 3 above. As an observer give specific feedback on these
items
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APPENDIX I
Field Test Participant Feedback Questions
While conducting the interview you should take notes of their clarification request or
comments about not being clear about the question. After you complete the interview ask
your field test interviewee the following clarifying questions. Try not to make it another
interview; just have a friendly conversation. Either script or record their feedback so you
can compare with the other two members of your team to develop your feedback report
on how to improve the interview questions.
How did you feel about the interview? Do you think you had ample
opportunities to describe what you do as a leader when working with your
team or staff?
Did you feel the amount of time for the interview was ok?
Were the questions by and large clear or were there places where you were
uncertain what was being asked?
Can you recall any words or terms being asked about during the interview that
were confusing?
And finally, did I appear comfortable during the interview...
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APPENDIX J
Field Test Feedback for Interview Form
Interview Feedback Personal Reflection Questions
Conducting interviews is a learned skill set/experience. Gaining valuable insight about
your interview skills and affect with the interview will support your data gathering when
interviewing the actual participants. As the researcher you should reflect on the questions
below after completing the interview. You should also discuss the following reflection
The questions are
written from your prospective as the interviewer. However, you can verbalize your
thoughts with the observer and they can add valuable insight from their observation.
1. How long did the interview take? _____ Did the time seem to be appropriate?
2. How did you feel during the interview? Comfortable? Nervous?
3. Going into it, did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there something
you could have done to be better prepared?
4. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you think that
was the case?
5. What parts of the interview seemed to struggle and why do you think that was the
case?
6. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would that part be and how
would you change it?
7. What suggestions do you have for improvement?
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APPENDIX K
CITI Certificate
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APPENDIX L
UMIRB Approval
Dear Silas Gaussoin-Radcliffe,
Congratulations, your IRB application to conduct research has been approved by the Brandman University
Institutional Review Board. This approval grants permission for you to proceed with data collection for your
research. Please keep this email for your records, as it will need to be included in your research appendix.
If any issues should arise that are pertinent to your IRB approval, please contact the IRB immediately
at BUIRB@umassglobal.edu. If you need to modify your BUIRB application for any reason, please fill out the
"Application Modification Form" before proceeding with your research. The Modification form can be found at
the following link: https://irb.umassglobal.edu/Applications/Modification.pdf.
Best wishes for a successful completion of your study.
Thank you,
Doug DeVore, Ed.D.
Professor
Organizational Leadership
BUIRB Chair
ddevore@umassglobal.edu
www.umassglobal.edu
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